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ABSTRACT
This study examines the various factors that influenced the autonomous emigration of 
Cantonese women from the Pearl River Delta to Malaya between 1934 and 1938. These 
women were mostly sworn spinsters or bridedaughters who were, at that time, participants 
in what can be termed as a marriage resistance movement in Guangdong (Kwangtung) 
province. This study explores the economic, social and structural determinants, and 
gender-specific pressures that influenced the decisions of these women to emigrate. It is 
argued that the autonomous emigration of these Cantonese women may be viewed as 
marital migration, inasmuch as emigration offered these women the opportunity to 
maintain their marital status quo through the maintenance of their economic 
independence.
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1Chapter 1: Autonomous Emigration of Cantonese Women
1.1 Introduction
The period 1934 to 1938 marked a watershed in the history of Chinese female emigra­
tion to Malaya with a significant increase in the proportion of female emigrants to male 
emigrants. The vast majority of these women came from Guangdong province. More 
than two-thirds of these Cantonese female emigrants hailed from the silk-producing 
regions of Sam-yap (Three Districts) in the prefecture of Guangfu along the environs of 
the Pearl River estuary of Guangdong province (see Map 1). Since the nineteenth century, 
the Sam-yap people had played a major role in Cantonese emigration overseas, especially 
to Southeast Asia, Hong Kong and California.
According to Topley, the female immigrants who came to Malaya in the 1930s were 
chiefly Cantonese women from the xian (counties) of Shunde and Dongguan in Sam-yap 
region (see Map l) .1 A smaller group came from the counties of Nanhai, Panyu, 
Zhongshan and Sanshui (see Map 1). Most of these women were either single or women 
who were "unhappily" married and decided eventually to break away from their marital 
ties. The first group of women were also known as sworn spinsters or zishunw, women 
who had taken a religious vow to remain unmarried and celibate. Zishunu literally meant 
a self-combed woman”; a woman who had gone through the formal ceremony of 
dressing her hair into a bun like a married woman, in order to indicate that she had no 
intention to marry.
The second category of women were the "bridedaughters" or buluojia, married women 
who practised postmantal separation after the wedding ceremony by taking up residence 
with her natal family during the early years o f marriage.2 Many of these women only 
went back to reside with their husbands' families when they got pregnant. Nevertheless,
the a c c o u n ^ lT y "Malone ST * ** T " * » *  ^  <>ngms. I relied on
”  S , n 8 a P 0 r e ’ "  J ° u m a ' °f
term " b «  T “ ,to “  *»  A v a len , of Chinese
S tro k e s  in South Ch,na. ,860-.193Stanford, CahfoLaXaLrd
2Map 1
Source . Kenneth Gaw, Superior Servants: The Legendary Contonese Amahs of The Far East, Singapore. 
Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 50.
some of these women left their husbands eventually although they retained their position 
as the principal wife. The phenomenon of spmsterhood or sisterhood, and the custom of 
delayed cohabitation after marriage, have been referred to as marriage resistance practices 
in the pioneering study undertaken by Topley and other researchers.3
Studies conducted on the mamage resistance movement in the surrounding xian of the 
Pearl River estuary in rural Quangdong suggest that these women had a rare access to 
external economic resources such as income. The emergence o f the nonmarriage move­
ment was closely linked to the prosperous sericulture and silk production around the delta 
region. The financial independence of the Cantonese women that evolved from the 
essential contribution o f female labour in the silk industry caused many women to reject 
marriage in favour of their economic independence. A combination of changing eco­
nomic, social and political conditions forced many o f them to emigrate to Hong Kong and 
Malaya, especially when their livelihoods were threatened by economic depression and 
Japanese occupation in the 1930s.4
Apart from the zishunu and buluojia, there was also a small group of autonomous 
Cantonese female immigrants from Sanshui who had either separated from their husbands 
and children, or were young widows. The narrow range of options opened to the married 
women (be it a wage labourer or a housewife), made emigration a rational choice for 
those who were either "unhappily" married or bereft of their spouses. Emigration offered 
an escape to the anguished wives from a highly patriarchal marriage system without being 
subjected to harsh societal sanctions. It also offered an outlet for moving away from 
marriage bond and increased the marriage prospects for those widowed at a relatively 
young age. But this did not imply that the responsibility o f a widow towards her hus­
band s family had diminished. On the contrary, many women cited the necessity of 
getting paid employment as the prime motive for emigrating. Many continued to send 
remittances home to their surviving family members and relatives.
Sister” or chimui m Cantonese (jie mei in Mandarin) was the term used for all women who 
called £ £ £  VOWS °f SpmSterbood rather ±an marry Hence> ^  formation of groupings of sisters was
Wlt, , T0P‘%: * Mama§e Resistance m Rural Quangdong ” in Margeiy Wolf and Roxane
Witke (eds.), Women m Chinese Society, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1975, pp. 67-88.
Voluntary migration of bndedaughters and housewives however, was almost un­
known in the neighbouring Fujian province that had a long and established migratory 
history among its local populace. This study tries to account for the variation in the 
emigration of autonomous Cantonese women and their situation in the Pearl River Delta 
compared to other places in Quangdong. Indeed one may question how significant it was, 
in explaining their decisions to emigrate, that these women had assumed an unusual 
marital status, and whether it affected their decisions to emigrate. With these questions 
in mind, this study hopes to refine several aspects of the study of Chinese women and 
their position in the history of overseas migration.
1.2 Female Emigration Prior to and During the 1930s
Prior to the advent of the Great Depression in the 1930s, there was already 
considerable female emigration from mainland China to Malaya. Between 1878 and 1900 
some 141,000 female Chinese emigrants had landed in the Straits Settlements.5 Their 
village origins could not be ascertained due to the paucity of detailed immigration 
records. The majority of these women had travelled in the company of their husbands. 
The Chinese women emigrants in the late nineteenth century were largely confined to 
married women with or without children who came to join their spouses in the host 
country.
Apart from the wives, a trickle o f single young Cantonese women had emigrated 
overseas in the wake of the Taiping Rebellion. With chaotic political and desperate 
economic conditions, young girls were lured by the enticing prospects of securing a 
wealthy husband overseas in view of the scarcity of female populace. Some were sold or 
given away at the earliest opportunity due to poverty or famine or the fact that daughters 
were regarded as "a commodity on which money has been lost" in most Chinese families.6
SeS Appendix 111 for a compilation of figures of Chinese female immigrants from file period of 
-1900 m Joo Hock Lim, “Chinese Female Immigration into the Straits Settlements 1860-1901 ” 
Ncmg Yang Hsueh Pao (Journal o f  the South Seas Society), Vol. XXII, 1967, p. 99. The Straits Settlements 
comprised o f the Settlement o f Singapore (mcludes Christmas Island and the Cocos Islands) the Settlement 
o f Penang (includes Province Wellesly, the Territory and Islands o f the Dindmgs), the Settlement of 
Malacca, and the Settlement o f Labuan.
p. 23.
°Elisabeth J. Croll, Feminism and Socialism in China, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978,
5Little girls who were sold or traded o ff by their parents for financial loans or repayment 
o f gambling debts often found themselves transported by child traffickers to wealthy 
overseas Chinese households.7 These little girls were known as mui tsai or "slave girls".8
Orphanages also provided an important centre for the recruitment o f female emigrants 
as procuresses involved in the flesh trade would "adopt" abandoned young girls, and send 
them overseas under the pretext o f being their adopted daughters.9 Such was the fate that 
met adopted young girls, who were then trained to be sing-song girls, hostesses and 
waitresses in bars, brothels, coffee shops and restaurants. The Lat Pau Press o f  the 4th 
September 1889, reported the increasing number o f blind singing girls in Singapore and 
that:
"••• the life of this class of singers was a very hard one Some wicked women in China made it their 
occupation to buy blind girls and train them to be musicians and smgers. When their education 
was completed, they were taken out at night, in charge of some old woman, to sing for anyone ... 
and whatever they earned was taken from them by their owners. They were generally very badly 
treated and forced to lead immoral lives". 10
Reports revealed that prostitution was mainly restricted to Cantonese women who plied 
their trade in brothels, and the Teochiu women who were involved in clandestine prostitu­
tion. 11 In Guangdong province, the recruitment o f Cantonese females to become prosti­
tutes and concubines overseas were centred in cities o f Guangzhou (Canton) and Foshan.
7 A little slave girl was often sold by the trafficker(s) to a wealthy overseas Chinese family for the 
price of a pig. This implied that nothing on earth is held so cheap as that of being a Chinese woman whose 
value is comparable to that of a pig.
8A/m tsai is a Cantonese term for "little sister" and the Hokkien equivalent of char-bor-khan 
(domestic slave girl). The mui tsai system was a rampant form of slavery and child abuse. It was not 
uncommon for a mui tsai to be sexually abused by head of the household or adult male household 
members, or became the master's concubine. Few fortunate slave girls who were treated well by their 
owners and were eventually released from bondage when they married the men of their choice or men 
chosen for them. For a historical perspective, see Julian Lim, "Social Problems of Chinese Female 
Immigrants in Malaya, 1925-1940," Malaysia in History, No. 23, 1980, pp. 101-9. See also novels 
depicting the fate of mm tsai in Janet Lim, Sold fo r  Silver, Ohio: World Publishing Company, 1958 and 
Joo R1m YeaP> O f Comb, Powder & Rouge, Singapore: Lee Teng Lay Pte. Ltd., 1992, Part II (Chapter 26).
9Kenneth Gaw, Superior Servants: The Legendary’ Cantonese Amahs from the Far East 
Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 73.
10 As quoted in Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years' o f  History o f  the Chinese in Singapore, 
Singapore. University Malaya Press, 1967, p. 253 (First Edition, London: Oxford University Press, 1923).
"Lim, “Chinese Female Immigration,” p. 83, n. 190.
Hong Kong was the common transit port for trafficking young Chinese women across to 
Nan Yang (the South Seas).
The setting of Chinese female immigration in Malaya remained much the same in the 
first decade of this century compared to the previous century. The ratio o f female to male 
in the Chinese community in the Straits Settlements was approximately one female to 
every ten males in 1891, and the figures varied little in 1901.12 Although Chinese male 
immigrants still outnumbered the female immigrants at the turn of the century, the ratio 
o f female to male in Malaya showed marked improvement with approximately 247 
females to every 1,000 males in 1911, to 436 females to every 1,000 males in 1931.13 The 
notable increase in the Chinese female populace was due to natural increase in birth-rate 
and the greater inflow of Chinese female immigrants between 1920s and 1930s. Between 
1921 and 1930, there was a migrational surplus of 480,000 Chinese; many of whom were 
females who arrived during the height of massive female immigration between 1924 and 
1930 (see Appendix A). Between the five year period from 1934 and 1938, there was a 
migrational gain of over 190,000 female Chinese deck passengers to Malaya.14 Women 
accounted for just over one-third of the total Chinese immigrants in 1934 and the figures 
increased to just under half of total immigrants in 1938 (see Appendix A). Many of the 
Chinese women who first arrived in Malaya between 1924 and 1930 were married women 
and widows; most of whom were Cantonese. Barrington Kaye’s survey of 1,608 Chinese 
household members who lived in Upper Nankin Street, Singapore, revealed that of the 41 
per cent o f Chinese immigrants, nearly three-quarters arrived in Malaya between 1925 
and 1944.15 Many of them were married Cantonese women and widows. Those who 
were spinsters arrived between 1934 and 1944.16 The majority of these women were 
autonomous female labour emigrants from the silk counties of Guangdong.
12Ibid., p. 101, Appendix V.
L,C. A.Vlieland, British Malaya A Report on the 1931 Census and Certain Problems o f Vital 
Statistics, London, 1932, p. 52 (see Table in paragraph no. 192).
W. L. Blythe, Historical Sketch o f Chinese Labour in Malaya, Singapore: Government Printing 
Office, 1953, p. 30. First printed in Journal o f the Royal Asiatic Society, Malayan Branch Vol. XX Part 
I, June 1947..
'Barrington Kaye, Upper Nankin Street in Singapore: A Sociological Study of Chinese 
Households Living in a Densely Populated Area, Singapore: University of Malaya Press, 1960, p. 141.
l6Ibid.,p. 183 (Table 179).
Between 1934 and 1938, most female labour emigrants came to Malaya on a volun­
tarily basis. A vast proportion were autonomous young unwed Cantonese women and 
widows from the Pearl River Delta. These women worked as domestic servants and 
became known as the highly regarded ma cheh, a popular Shunde term for "spinster 
servant" in Malaya. The small minority of married Sanshui women who had separated 
from their husbands were known as "hoong-tow-por" or women who were associated 
with carrying earth on building and construction sites (see Appendix B).17
1.3 Major Works and Different Perspectives
Pioneering research conducted by Topley (1975), and followed up by life history case 
studies by scholars such as Jaschok (1984), Sankar (1986) and Stockard (1989), have 
provided further evidence of a popular culture of spinsterhood and delayed cohabitation 
of marriages among the Canton delta women. Although no official figures are available 
on the number of women who actively resisted marriage, both Sankar and Jaschok 
estimated that at least one out of ten adult women in Quangdong was unwed .18 Stockard 
further identified the six counties that lie primarily to the south of the city of Quangzhou 
as the core areas for marriage resistance practices, with Shunde county as the heartland of 
these activities in Quangdong.19 Although the researchers all agreed that marriage 
resistance was peculiar to certain localities and often to specific villages in southern 
Quangdong, they sought different emphasis and perspective to explain their analyses.
' The expression "hoong-tow-por" in Cantonese literally means "woman with a red head covering". 
It referred exclusively to the Sanshui female earth earners who wore headgears with a piece of red cloth 
thrown over them as protection against the debris commonly found on construction sites. The red cloth 
was in conjunction with the working headgear as a superstitious form of protection against evil forces. See 
Chee Hong Tang, "The Cantonese Women Building Labourers: A Study o f a Group o f Sanshui Women 
in the Building Trade," (Unpublished) A Research Paper for the Department o f Social Studies 
Singapore: University of Malaya, 1960, pp.45-6.
Maria H.A Jaschok, On the Lives of Women Unwed by Choice in Pre-Communist China: 
Research in Progress," Republican China, Vol. X, No. 1 (a), November, 1984, p. 43.
Shunde, Panyu, Nanhai, Zhongshan, Shanshui, and Hoishan, were the six core counties that had 
widespread marriage resistance customs. Stockard, Daughters o f the Canton Delta, p. 9.
8Chinese amah with child, c. 1900s. Chinese baby amah with child, 1906.
Source: John Falconer, A Vision of the Past: A History of Early Photography in Singapore and 
Malaya, The Photographs o f G.R Lambert & Co., 1880-1910, Singapore: Times Edition, 1987, p 140.
9A group of Sanshui building labourers having lunch at the work site.
Retired Cantonese amahs sitting outside 
a coolie fong.
A Sanshui woman collecting used 
cardboard for sale.
Source: Photographs from Singapore Archives and Oral History Department.
10
Above: Sanshui women earn ing earth on a construction site in Singapore 
Below: Dongguan women working in an aerated water factor}' in Singapore, 1919. 
Source Singapore Archives and Oral History Department, Chinatown: An Album o f a Singapore 
('(immunity, Singapore: Times Books International, 1983, p. 112
Topley suggested that the variant forms of marriage resistance practice were in fact 
extraordinary deviations from the nearly universal form of major marriages. 20 Striking 
evidence of this was the ceremony performed to achieve the status of a sworn spinster that 
was akin to that of a marriage ceremony. Hence, an avowed spinster daughter was not 
dissimilar to "a married daughter" in some respects. The economic changes that gradually 
transformed the domestic status of these women into a formidable working class also had 
the effect of strengthening women's claims to the nonmarriage movement. Topley took 
the view that the nonmarriage movement was regarded as an aberrant form of marital 
practice that resulted from the effects of economic changes on the form of major mar­
riage .21 This conclusion is confirmed by the fact that an exotic practice such as 
spinsterhood and postmarital separation is rarely mentioned in the xian (county) gazet­
teers, probably because of the influence of male chauvinism in the writing of local 
history. Topley's viewpoint is consistent with the Chinese belief that regarded orthodox 
major marriages as the only "right" form of marriage practice.
Contrary to the marriage deviation hypothesis forwarded by Topley, researchers such 
as Stockard preferred to view the nonmarriage movement as an offspring of the initial 
customary practice of delayed cohabitation after marriage. In other words, Stockard 
perceived the separation of husband and wife after marriage as a form of cultural ideal, 
and as such, it cannot be classified as a form of marriage resistance.22 The testimony of 
Cantonese female immigrants who were part of the nonmarriage movement supported 
Stockard's claim that "delayed transfer marriage" among the bridedaughters was an old 
dated custom in the historical context. 23 It was commonly practised during their mother's
20Major marriage is a form of marriage that bnde is removed from the custody of her father's home 
and his line o f descent, then takes up residence with her husband (and husband's family), and becomes 
identified with her husband’s family. The term “major marriage” was first corned by Wolf and Huang and 
therefore, the meaning o f the term is given as defined by the authors. See Arthur P. Wolf and Chieh-shan 
Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 1845-1945, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press 
1980, pp. 72-80.
:iTopley, "Marriage Resistance in Rural Kwangtung," pp. 67-88.
“ Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta, pp. 4-5.
“3Ibid., p. 12. This term "delayed transfer marriage" originated from Stockard and it referred to 
the custom where a bnde returned to reside with her natal family after the wedding. The average separation 
between a husband and a wife was about three to five years but it can last up to a penod of eight years. At 
other times, the workings of a mamage never took place in reality because principal wife took a second 
wife for her husband as an alternative to fulfilling her conjugal obligations to her husband.
and grandmother's time in their villages in Quangdong.24 From the different sources, it is 
apparent that the custom of marriage resistance was restricted to certain localities in the 
surrounding Pearl River Delta and did not spread to other rural places beyond the delta 
region. It also appears that the women's labour and financial contributions to the house­
holds were a key factor that determined their bargaining power with regard to their 
marital choices.
Sociologist Alvin So interpreted the nature of the nonmarriage movement on the basis 
of a small scale and localised region, as a result of a lack of collective orientation among 
the class of factory silk workers. He chronicled the movement as a form of gender social 
struggle in the absence of a class struggle during the industrialization phase of the 
Chinese silk history.25 On one hand, the high wages from the expanding silk industry 
counteracted the issue of class inequality and the awakenings of class consciousness, but 
on the other hand, it heightened the issue of gender liberation through refusal to marry. 
According to So,
" ..while the South China women [silk] workers experienced factory despotism and terrible 
working conditions, they exhibited little class consciousness or working class radicalism. Instead 
the women waged another kmd of gender struggle of refusal to marry. Because this gender struggle 
took place in South China countryside where gentry domination was strong, we interpreted this 
movement as a reaction to the age-old Confucian patnarchism which asked for the absolute 
subordination of women to men".26
Chen's findings that the proportion of clan land, normally owned by wealthy gentry 
lineages, to cultivated land was about 60 per cent in Shunde, seems to support So's 
suggestion.27 This observation also applied to Fujian province but it did not generate a 
similar kind of Quangdong nonmarriage movement among the working women of Fujian. 
Equally important, the practice of marriage resistance was not restricted to prosperous
~4This meant that this particular custom of marriage arrangement in the Pearl River Delta could 
have existed as early as in the first half o f the nineteenth century.
5 Alvin So, The South China Silk District: Local Historical Transformation and World-System 
Theory>, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986, Chapter 7, pp. 119-134.
26Ibid., p. 134.
27Han-seng Chen, Agrarian Problems in Southernmost China, Shanghai The Commercial Press 
Ltd., 1936, p. 34.
silk counties but also covered agricultural areas like Sanshui. There are reasons to 
suspect that the nonmarriage movement does not neatly fit into the gender struggle theory 
as proposed by So because the evidence presented thus far does not yield a clear answer.
However, it is apparent that there was a link between the collapse o f the silk industry 
in the late 1920s and the massive flight of thousands of single women and the bride- 
daughters to places such as Hong Kong and Malaya (especially Singapore). The timing 
of emigration and the high incidence of these two groups of women going overseas, 
indicated that widespread unemployment not only threatened the economic survival of 
these women but also, consequently, undermined their ability to maintain their marital 
independence.
Some researchers viewed the autonomous emigration of Quangdong females as a 
maintenance of their gender independence, or a combination of economic necessity and 
gender independence. Others found causal factors such as family ties and social mores 
were o f less importance to the poor, working women o f the south than the women of the 
north, and the necessity of earning income outside the households, were responsible for 
explaining why the southern Chinese women were more inclined to emigrate overseas in 
search of employment.28 Yet traditionally, Chinese women did not emigrate voluntarily 
and remain unmarried for a lifetime or over a period of time, and married women did not 
simply abandon their husbands and flee overseas in favour of gainful employment. The 
case studies provided by the female immigrants from the Pearl River delta clearly 
illustrate that these women were the exceptions rather than the rule in the history of 
Chinese female emigration.
In sum, this study tries to address the reasons that could explain the unique marital 
status that characterised the background of the vast majority o f Cantonese autonomous 
females who emigrated to Malaya in the 1930s; and their attributed motivations for 
emigrating overseas. This study also tries to answer the question whether emigration was
-xYoon Fong Chin, “Chinese Female Immigration to Malaya in the 19th and 20th Centimes,” in 
Muhammad Abu Bakar, Amarjit Kaur and Abdullah Zakana Ghazali (eds), Historia: Essays in 
Commemoration o f the 25th Anniversary of the Department o f History, University o f Malaya, Kuala 
Lumpur: The Malaysian Historical Society, 1984, pp. 360-61.
perceived purely as an economic rationale or as means to justify the ends of maintaining 
their singular, autonomous lifestyle. The best approach would be to use the knowledge 
presented in previous studies and to re-evaluate the collection of evidence from these 
sources and other sources as well.
1.4 Methodology, Propositions, and Data 
Methodology
This study is based on the life history of Cantonese female immigrants. It takes the 
form of biographical accounts that were either recorded and related through oral and 
written documentation. The life history case study has both limitations and virtues. It is 
not designed, like an empirical model, to generate a set of explicit causal inferences 
because it suffers from a degree of subjective validity' or accuracy for the body of data. 
Problems associated with a field observer's insensitivity to crosscultural communication, 
physical setting, implicit cultural assumptions, accurate recording of language nuances 
and responses, and subjective interpretation of attributed motivations and perceptions, 
could limit scientific analysis and convey only selected variation of possible causes and 
effects.29 Life histories as a source of factual data, however, provide plenty of scope for 
testing existing notions and theories, to stimulate further research inquiries, and not least, 
to trace major themes in an informed story.
Proposition
The starting point of the study is the young women who formed the great majority of 
Cantonese autonomous female migrants to Malaya in the 1930s. Among this group of 
women were the single females who resisted marriage, and those who were conjugally 
separated from their husbands. The choices these women made, or were forced to make, 
and their attributed motivations in emigrating, depend in part on the profound influence 
of the Pearl River Delta culture and the surrounding economic structural arrangements on 
an individual's behaviour. Important divergences in emigration mobility and outcomes 
can result when marital status and occupation status are introduced as variables.
2yShendan provides a useful guide into the uses of life histones and the problematic issues that 
confronted field researchers in their quest to collect relatively objective information from the respondents. 
Mary Shendan, " The Life History Method," in Mary Shendan and Janet W. Salaff (eds), Lives: Chinese 
Working Women, Bloomington. Indiana University Press, 1984, pp. 11- 22.
The central propositions of the study are as follows: First, with the shrinking possibili­
ties of economic independence that tended to undermine or compromise their independ­
ent marital status, emigration from the country was one option selected by the single 
women and the bridedaughters to resolve their contradictory situation. Autonomous 
female migration can be seen as marital migration, inasmuch as migration allowed the 
women to sustain the integrity of their marital status quo, particularly for the zishunu and 
buluojia. In other ways, emigration remained as a rare but not an unlikely alternative for 
women who were not willing to risk divorce, but who expenenced marriage problems, 
especially in relation to her parents-in-law. However, the factors that induced the married 
women to do so, generally reflected bigger issues that assailed Chinese society at large. 
Therefore, the suggestion that, "when migration has been set as a social pattem, it is no 
longer relevant to inquire concerning individual motivation"30 is an inadequate 
explanation by itself. Neither is the common assumption that poverty is the main causal 
factor in motivating married women to emigrate autonomously, primarily because it says 
nothing about the reason why Sanshui women (and other married Cantonese women) 
were more inclined to migrate than others. The subordinated status, and the degree of 
dependency of a wife on her husband, were the important considerations in wives' 
autonomous migration (see Chapter 3).
Changes in policies, adverse economic and political conditions, and long term liberal 
Malayan immigration strategies that greatly favoured female immigrants, were factors 
pivotal to the Chinese female emigration rates. Thus, the second proposition in the study 
is that sociostructural causes were critical in encouraging women to emigrate voluntarily. 
Options other than emigration are highlighted insofar as they constituted the women's 
choices or a lack of choices to avoid leaving their homeland. Subethnic stratification 
among the groups of Cantonese women in the immigrant community also had the ten­
dency to induce them into specific but not exclusive occupational enclaves organised 
along the lines o f village, county or chi mui (sister) origins in Malaya (see Chapter 6).
3"As quoted m d e n  Perusak , "Haitian Migration in the Early Twentieth Century," International 
Migration Review, Vol. XVIII, No. 1, Spring 1984, p 7.
Sources and Data
The primary sources of empirical data for the study are life histories. Recorded 
interviews and written documentation of field interviews conducted by the Oral History 
Centre of Singapore National Archives from 1986 to 1988, provided revealing first hand 
information on the respondents’ life context. Interviews were also conducted in Penang 
and Singapore in July 1994. Among those interviewed in Singapore were the President of 
the Sanshui Association, the project coordinator of Oral History Centre, and a few 
Cantonese and non-Cantonese women in Penang. These people provided useful back­
ground information and crossethnic perceptions on the Cantonese female immigrants.
Extensive use was made of the condensed bits of field interviews featured in the 
academic exercises by University of Malaya (in Singapore) students It Chong Ho and 
Chee Hong Tang in 1958 and 1960 respectively.31 These data presented the collection of 
information closer to the period of subject matter, and hence, more confidence we may 
have on the accuracy of the information given by the respondents. However, we need to 
keep in mind that the authors may have selectively transcribed and omitted considerable 
materials in the process of documentation. Other secondary sources consulted in the 
study are censuses, immigration records, official reports and colonial records. Novel- 
biographies and autobiographies are also handy sources that can provide detailed insights 
into this topic.
The study has assumed an important historical and social dimension partly because the 
first generation o f Chinese female immigrants have mostly passed on. Hence, there is an 
urgent need to record the gaps found in the history of female immigration to Malaya. It 
serves to supplement previous published studies conducted on Chinese female immigrants 
in Malaya.32 In-depth research is impeded by a scarcity of Chinese written records on the 
group of marriage resistant women of Quangdong. However, the publication of several 
major works dealing with the Canton silk counties helps to place the study in context. At 
present, efforts are undertaken to research the relatively uncharted area of Chinese
31 It Chong Ho, "The Cantonese Domestic Amahs: A Study of a Small Occupational Group of 
Chinese Women," (Unpublished) A Research Paper for the Department of Social Studies, Singapore: 
University o f Malaya, 1958, and Tang, "The Cantonese Women".
32SeeLim, 1967; Julian Lim, 1980; Chin, 1984; Lai, 1986; Lee, 1989, and Warren, 1993.
immigrant cultural practices and history in Singapore.33 The study hopes to forge another 
convincing point in understanding the economic history of Cantonese female emigration 
to Malaya.
,3At this time wntmg, I understand that the Department of Oral History, Singapore, is undertaking 
a project to wnte a senes of articles for a Chinese daily newspaper about the expenence and cultural 
customs of the Chinese female immigrants.
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Chapter 2: The Origin of Marriage Resistance
In Guangdong province, women who banded together to renounce marriage were 
originally known as sh ijie  mei in Mandarin or shap chi mui in Cantonese (meaning ten 
sisters).1 Jie me/(Mandarin) or chi mw/(Cantonese) was the affectionate term used for 
“sister(s)” or women who chose to take the vows of spinsterhood and live a celibate life. 
Cantonese women mamage resistance in the forms of bridedaughters and sworn spinsters, 
became well known in the surrounding counties around the Pearl River Delta from 1850 
to 1940. At the height of the anti-mamage movement early this century, it was estimated 
that up to 100,000 women were either a zishunu or huluojia2 The ties that were 
established among the spinster women or bridedaughters, expressed in the formation of 
sisterhood, played a major role in nurturing their commitment to resist marriage.
2.1 The Historical Background
The emergence of sisterhood as an association of ten unmarried women can be traced 
back to the writing of a Sung dynasty minister named Hung Hao in 1142 A.D. In Hung’s 
book Sha Mok Chi Wen (Desert Recordings), he described the organization of married 
women in groups of ten in the Po Hai kingdom of Manchuria. These groupings functioned 
as watchdog teams who jealously guarded their husbands from having extra marital affairs 
or taking on secondary wives. If one of the member’s husband was unfaithful to the wife, 
the other female members of the group would lend support to the wife and condemn him .3 
Presumably, this unusual custom set a precedent for the custom of marriage resistance 
among the Cantonese women of the Pearl River delta.
Although the term shi jie  mei was used to refer to the grouping of ten women who made 
a pact to renounce marriage, it was more o f a colloquial reference to marriage resisters 
rather than the numerical membership in the sisterhood. In the vicinity of Shunde, women
‘Tien Tsung, “Women Who Do Not Marry,” The Orient, Vol. 2, No. 12, July 1952, p. 41.
2Andrea Sankar, “Sisters and Brothers, Lovers and Enemies: Mamage Resistance in Southern 
Kwangtung,” Journal o f  Homosexuality, Vol. 11, No. 3/4, 1986, p. 69.
'Op.cit
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of marriageable age often banded together in a group of seven chi mui or sisters who 
vowed not to marry. In one incident known as “six girls jumping into the river” (luk nui 
tau ho),4 six women belonging to a sisterhood committed mass suicide by jumping into a 
river after one of their sisters found out that she had been betrothed by her parents. In 
another case of mass drowning in July 1873 in a village called Siu-tong-ki near Whampao, 
eight young girls, who had been affianced, drowned themselves in a tributary stream of the 
Pearl River in order to avoid marriage. 5 Such was the plight of young women who had 
resorted to suicide in order to avoid marriage. Gray suggested that given the liberty of the 
Chinese married men to have concubines or secondary wives apart from the principal wife, 
it was surprising that many young Cantonese women resisted marriage for fear of infidelity 
on the part the husbands.6 Studies conducted by other scholars also revealed that the 
resentment of women towards the practice of polygamy and the fear of lifetime 
unhappiness with licentious husbands were in part responsible for the motivation of 
women to resist marriage whenever possible. Other causes had contributed to the 
prevalence of marriage resistance custom among Cantonese adolescent girls and 
prominent among them was the existing custom of delayed cohabitation in the husband’s 
family after marriage.
2.2 The Custom of Marriage Resistance
One zishunu referred to the custom carried out by the bridedaughters or buluojia as a 
practice that preceded the generation o f women who chose to take the religious oath of 
being celibate spinsters. Her story as told to research anthropologist Andrea Sankar is as 
follows:
Because I [the informant] was such a hard, quiet worker, many men sought 
my hand in marriage. But in our area [Lungsan village in Shunde] it was 
the custom for the women to resist marriage. The custom is very old. It 
was practiced by my grandmother and as many generations back as I know.
4Luk nui tau ho is in Cantonese and it is written in Mandarin as
John H Gray, China: A History o f  the Laws, Manners and Customs o f  the People, Vol. I, 
Shannon, Ireland: Irish University Press, 1972, pp. 186-7, (First Edition, London, 1878).
6Ibid.,pp. 184-5.
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However, there was a big difference between girls in my grandmother’s 
time and girls in my time. In my grandmother’s day, girls went through 
with the marriage ceremony but refused to reside with the husband's 
family after the marriage; this is called mh lohk ga. Instead they returned 
to live with the parents or in the girls’ house. They visited their husbands 
on special feast days and for celebrations in his family. Then they returned 
home. They did not go to live with their husbands until they were 
pregnant. Usually this took five to six years because they saw their 
husbands at most a dozen days a year. Girls when I was young were much 
“naughtier.” They refused to marry at all! Instead we took a shoh hei [or 
shuqi] (literally self-comber)7 vow and became spinsters. We held a hair- 
combing ceremony and a dinner banquet that resembled the wedding 
ceremony, where an unmarried girl changes her hair from that of a maiden, 
with two long braids, to that of a woman, with hair knotted in a bun. In our 
ceremony, the spinster's hair is plaited in a single braid. This braid tells 
everyone that the woman has taken the vow of spinsterhood and celibacy.8
The practice of delayed cohabitation in the husband’s home had long been established 
in the sericulture areas surrounding the delta. This marriage pattern was first mentioned 
in the county gazetteers of Shunde, Panyu and Zhongshan in the 1850s, and there is a 
likelihood that this mamage practice predated the second half of the nineteenth century.9 
By the 1870s, Western writers travelling in Guangzhou began to take notice of this 
peculiar custom. One of the earliest references to bridedaughters was cited in John Gray's 
historical account of Chinese customs in 1878. He observed that,
In many districts o f the province of Canton, the bnde and the bridegroom separate at once
7The Cantonese term shoh hei or the Mandarin term shuqi literally meant "raised the comb". The 
expression referred to the ceremony where a woman went through the formal process o f worship, and 
putting up and dressing the hair as a matron, an act showing the outward sign of her intention never to 
marry.
''Andrea Sankar, "Spinster Sisterhoods, Jing Yih Sifu: Spinster-Domestic-Nun," in Mary Sheridan 
and Janet W. Salaff (eds), Lives: Chinese Working Women, Bloomington. Indiana University Press, 1984, 
p. 56.
9Marnage resistance portrayals were featured in the Zhongshan county gazetteer as early as 1827 
and perhaps in areas such as Zhongshan, the custom predated 1827 but there was little evidence to prove 
so. See Stockard, Daughters o f the Canton Delta, pp. 105-6.
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after the marriage ceremony has been performed. So soon after the festivities are brought 
to a close, the bride returns to her father's house, there to await the completion of the penod 
of time — generally three years — which it is thought should elapse before the bndal pair are 
permitted to live together. If the residence of the bride's father be within easy distance of 
that of the father of the bridegroom, she is allowed to visit her husband's father for a few 
days once every month. Otherwise, such visits take place twice or thrice only, throughout 
the year. The dragon festival and other joyous occasions of the kind, are generally selected 
for them. The bridegroom has at such times opportunities o f conversing with his bnde; but 
these visits of ceremony are, I believe, very distasteful to Chinese brides... This singular and 
foolish custom also prevails in the county o f Shun-tuk [Shunde]. .. 10
Indeed, the economic setting in the delta region that was highly reliant on the thriving 
sericulture industry and the supply of female labour, served to support the practice of 
bridedaughters. The natal family had the sole claim on the economic contributions of a 
bridedaughter as long as she was still residing with them and not her husband’s home.11 
In villages where a bridedaughter had access to some form of wages, she was only obliged 
to contribute to her family’s household incomes but not to her husband’s family. 
However, she transferred her economic role over to her husband’s family once she 
formally took up virilocal residence, usually when she was pregnant. The value o f the 
contribution of a married daughter’s labour played an important role in determining the 
period of conjugal separation between a wife and her husband. A married woman’s family 
may very well obliquely encouraged her daughter to lengthen her stay in the family. The 
bridedaughter herself may also be reluctant to resume virilocal residence for various 
reasons.
Spinsterhood, on the other hand, represented an attractive option to women who wanted 
to retain their personal freedom and at the same time renounce marriage all together. 
Most women were not desperate enough to become a nigu or a nun in order to repel 
marriage because it would entail giving up their wage earning capability and being isolated 
from their families, kin and peers. At the same time, some women who had strong 
revulsions against marriage would not have wished to be a bridedaughter but yet did not 
have the courage to kill themselves either as a form of protest against being married.
10Gray, China, pp. 207-8. 
"Op.cit., pp. 19-21.
Spinsterhood provided the middle-of-the-road solution to the dilemma of becoming a 
bridedaughter or a nun. The emergence of spinsterhood, as a higher form of marriage 
resistance following the custom of bridedaughter, was closely linked to paid employment 
in silk factories that afforded the women with better economic leverage to negotiate their 
marital status (see Chapter 4). Regardless of bridedaughters or sworn spinsters, these 
women learnt to cultivate the attitude of anti-marriage from individuals and various 
institutions that promoted the custom marriage resistance in their local areas.
2.3 Sisterhood and Girls’ Houses
An important support structure that provided support and fostered sister ties between 
young adolescent girls was the establishment of girls' houses or nui uk. One finely 
narrated story of the custom of fostering an all girls’ sorority was told to Sankar by a 
spinster nun named Jing Yih Sifu.
About this time [nine or ten years of age], I entered a girls’ house 
association. All girls aged 10 to 40 in my area [Lungsan village in Shunde] 
belonged to a girls’ house association of their seh (particular surname 
group). Unlike other areas of Shunde county, we did not have a residential 
girls’ house. In our village , we met nightly at the house of a member 
(often it was my home) and talked and chatted. Sometimes we played 
cards. We would wait until all the members came before we would disband 
and return home for the night, even if it was late at night and we had to 
leave as soon as the tardiest member had arrived.12 
The structure of girls’ houses or nuwu differed from one village to the other within the 
same county, and from one county to the next county.13 The two common but disting­
uishable types of the all girls’ sororities were the non-residential and residential houses. 
The non-residential girls’ house associations did not have a permanent structure and 
largely depended on the use of one of the member’s house for their social gatherings. The 
gatherings were organised either along specific surname designation or on locale 
groupings.
12Sankar, “Spinster Sisterhoods,” p. 54.
uNuwu is the Mandarin term for girls’ house in the anti-marriage localities. It is commonly 
referred to as nui uk in Cantonese.
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The residential girls’ houses had a permanent feature as the buildings were built 
specifically for the purpose of housing girls. Some of the houses were built by the local 
gentry who also owned the land where the buildings were situated. It was not unusual if 
contributions from the remittances sent home by the overseas villagers were invested in 
building the houses.14 In other cases, the girls’ houses belonged to widows who were 
respectable members of the community. The sizes of the girls’ houses varied according 
to the material status of the owners. A wealthy widow who owned a huge residence could 
accommodate between twenty and fourty girls at any given time, but the smaller houses 
had ten or less girls.13 In some places, the elderly owners were reluctant to take in girls 
who were too young to look after their own personal hygiene and would only accept 
borders who had reached puberty.16 Nuwu would only cater for single girls and they had 
to leave once they got married. Its membership was also limited to single women who had 
not yet taken the vows to become avowed spinsters.
The nuwu functioned as a communal learning centre for the girls. They were taught 
domestic chores, social etiquettes, manners and customs that had prevailed for generations 
in their villages. Junior members had the responsibility of doing menial work such as 
maintaining the general cleanliness in the house while the older wage-earning members 
either contributed cash for buying essential household goods or donated the necessary 
household items themselves. It was in the nuwu that the newcomers heard and learnt 
about the custom of resisting marriage from the older girls. Sankar related the influences 
that unmarried paternal aunts and residents of girls’ houses had on the mind of other 
women, as perceived by an informant:
When I was 16,1 did not yet understand that I must resist marriage. My 
parents tried to arrange marriage for me then. They did not tell me about 
it because they were afraid I might run off like other girls I knew. Actually 
I was too ignorant to do so at that time. Fortunately, the wedding was 
called off because we had a dispute over the size of the ceremony. The
I4Ho, “The Cantonese Domestic Amahs,” p. 49.
15Ibid., p. 47. See also Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta, p. 38.
16Op.cit, p. 48.
groom’s family, which had to pay for the banquet, sought to limit the 
number of dinner tables and guests, while my parents wanted to invite 
more people. Then my paternal aunt, who was a spinster, and my elder 
sisters in the girls’ house told me that I must resist marriage. If a girl is 
forced to marry before she is old enough to understand these things, then 
her sisters will not abandon her but will instead help and comfort her if her 
marriage is difficult. But if a girl willingly marries, then her sisters will 
despise her and she can never turn to them for help.17
The bond of sisterly ties, usually formed and sealed in a community of girls living 
together in a nuwu or through girls’ sororities, frequently yielded peer pressure for social 
conformity. Sisterhood played a major part in perpetuating the awareness and adherence 
to the custom of marriage resistance among the young women. A young woman who 
wished to be fully integrated into the sisterhood establishment would most likely decide 
to remain unmarried, and if she was married, she would resort to the practice of not taking 
residence with her husband until she was pregnant. Stockard believed that adolescent girls 
who had the benefit o f having their unwed female relatives, especially paternal spinster 
aunts, as role models within their families, were also more susceptible to the notion of 
spinsterhood themselves.18
Close, regular association with other women who were zishunu also sowed the seeds 
of anti-marriage bias in the minds of some girls. Jaschok reported the experience of a 
zishunu named Zhu Hua as follows:
The Zhu family’s house was so spacious that one room was rented out to 
be used by the zishunu in the village [Ke village in Shunde] as a place 
where they could sit together during the day doing embroidery. At night, 
each zishunu returned to her natal home. Zhu Hua was still a child , when 
she joined these women in learning the skill of embroidering and listening 
to the talk: how they became zishunu, the good things about being 
unmarried, the unhappy fate of girls who had married. It was in the daily
17Sankar, “Spinster Sisterhoods,” p. 56.
I8Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta, pp. 77-8
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contact with these unmarried women that Zhu Hua found her feelings of 
disgust and revulsion at women’s fate in society: she too would become a 
zishunu} 9
One apparent source of anti-marriage influence in the lives of potential marriage 
resisters was regular socialization with a contact group of older women or chi mui (sisters) 
who were already practising spinsters. In the prosperous silk counties that abound with 
silk factories, many young women were sensitised to ideas of marriage resistance from the 
living together in women’s houses (gupowu) that catered mainly, but not exclusively, to 
factory workers. Female silk factory workers established mutual support groups to care 
and provide for each other in times of illness, unemployment and job search. These 
mutual support groups were affiliated to established gupowu in the village and which may 
in turn be affiliated to gupowu in other villages within the county .20
2.4 Women’s Houses
Unlike the girls’ houses, membership qualifications to the women’s houses were 
partially based on marital status and the economic capability of its applicants. Boarders 
in these houses usually had to pay rent and only wage-earning females could afford to live 
in such houses. These houses provided living arrangements chiefly to zishunu and 
huluojia, although some houses took in widows too. Women’s houses were either rented 
or owned by the members. In cases where the houses were built and owned by the 
zishunu, the houses were commonly known as spinsters’ houses or gupowu. The term 
gupo which meant maid could be used interchangeably with the term zishunu in certain 
villages. In Shunde, however, zishunu strictly applied to sworn spinsters and gupowu 
referred to spinsters’ house rather than women’s house.
It was in the gupowu that some of the female single silk workers first came into contact 
with the custom of marriage resistance. The communal living arrangements in these
19Jaschok, "On the Lives,” p. 50.
T^VIana H. A. Jaschok, "Pattern and Choice: Alternatives to Orthodox Marriage in Pre-Communist 
China," in Proceedings o f the Eight International Symposium on Asian Studies, Vol. I (China), 1986, p. 
270.
houses enabled the members of the households to establish closer rapport with each other, 
and disseminate the ideas and beliefs closely associated with the anti-marriage culture. 
It was in these houses that sisterhood bonds were fostered among female silk workers with 
similar marital status. Two or three zishunu sisters who were very attached to each other 
could also form the bond of sworn sisters. The commitment among the sisters who lived 
in the gupowu were more binding than the ones in the nuwu because the gupowu usually 
provide the zishunu with a permanent home for the rest of their lives. Once a woman took 
the vow of spinsterhood, she was considered as married into another family; in this case, 
the family referred to the family of spinsterhood. Her sisters in the spinsterhood embodied 
the surrogate family that provided a woman with companionship and emotional support.
The zishunu culture was interdependent on the strength and support of sisterhood to 
sustain its commitment to renounce marriage. Sometimes, close relationships between the 
sisters could develop into sexual relationships. In China, both the zishunu and buluojia 
were portrayed as representative of lesbians during the Qing and the modem era.21 
Accounts o f homosexuality among the sisters in the gupowu in Guangdong and in the 
vegetarian halls in Hong Kong (see Chapter 6) were mentioned by several scholars.22 The 
gupowu, nuwu and girls’ sororities, all provided fertile grounds for nurturing the religious 
beliefs and customary practices intimately associated with the anti-marriage movement. 
The annual festivals of the Seven Stars LLQi Xing” or the Seven Sisters, and Kum Fa, were 
the two most popular religious events with the Cantonese single women and were 
celebrated by the villages in the marriage resistance areas in the delta region.23
2.5 Religious Beliefs
The Seven Sisters festival celebrated the legend of the Niu Lang (Cowherd) and Zhi Nu 
(the Weaving Lady), two lovers embodied in the constellations of Vega and Lyrae. The 
Weaving Lady, who was the youngest of the seven daughters in the Celestial Palace, made
:iIbid., p. 275 and n. 43.
“ See ibid., pp. 274-8, and Sankar, “Sisters and Brothers,” pp. 69-82. 
^The festival o f die Seven Stars is known as Tshat-tsic in Cantonese.
a clandestine marriage with a cowherd who lived on the other side of the Milky Way. 
When the other sisters found out about the marriage between the Weaving Lady and the 
Cowherd, they were very incensed. The wife was strictly forbidden to live with the 
husband. She was permitted by her sisters to meet her husband only once a year on the 
seventh night of the seventh moon in the Chinese lunar calendar. 24 The other version of 
the legend told the fascinating story of a princess who weaved garments for her regal 
parents. She took great pleasure in weaving and was called the Weaving Lady. One day, 
she fell in love with a Cowherd who lived on the other side of the Milky Way. 
Subsequently, the Weaving Lady married the Cowherd with her father’s consent. 
However, the couple became so enthralled with each other that they neglected their work 
responsibilities. This greatly angered the God of Heaven who sentenced them to live apart 
thereafter, but they were permitted to see each other once a year on the seventh night of 
the seventh moon. On that night, the birds of heavens (magpies) make a bridge across the 
Celestial River so that the two lovers could meet. If there was bad weather on that day and 
a bridge could not be formed across the river, then the husband and wife would remain 
separated for three or four years at a time. Nevertheless, the couple remained hopeful to 
meet once a year on that special night.25
The Seven Sisters were regarded as goddesses and worshipped chiefly by unmarried 
Cantonese women in the silk region because they were regarded as patrons of skilled 
needlework. As such, nitwit, gupowu and wealthy influential families celebrated the 
occasion with elaborate public displays of miniature embroidered silk costumes, silk 
shoes, paper bridges, and other offerings. Single women would draw water from the wells 
at their homes at midnight on the seventh day of the seventh moon. The water was then 
sealed in earthenware vessels for future use as it was believed to contain healing properties 
that could dispel diseases.
24Mrs John H. Gray, Fourteen Months in Canton, London: Macmillan and Co., 1880, p.281. For 
other versions of the Chinese legend, see (Mr) Gray, China, p. 263; Choon San Wong, A Cycle o f Chinese 
Festivities, Singapore: Malaysia Publishing House Ltd, pp. 128-29, Dorothy Lo and Leon Comber, 
Chinese Festivals in Malaya, Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 1958.
2' According to Wong, this is the Japanese version of the Chinese legend o f the Seven Sisters 
called the Feast o f Tanabata (the Weaving Lady). However, I found that this Japanese version o f the myth 
was incorporated as part of the popular Chinese version in Singapore as well. See Wong, A Cycle of 
Chinese Festivities, pp. 129-30, and Chinese Customs and Festivals in Singapore, Singapore. Singapore 
Federation of Chinese Clan Associations, 1986, p. 58.
The annual festival of Kum Fa was celebrated on a smaller scale than the festival of the 
Seven Sisters. Both men and women worshipped this goddess, but she was better known 
as the tutelary deity of women and children. Kum Fa was a native of Guangzhou in the 
second half of the fifteenth century. From early youth, she devoted herself to the services 
of the gods and refused to marry. She was supposed to hold communion with the gods. 
Becoming weary of the world, she committed suicide by drowning herself in a pond. The 
circumstances surrounding Kum Fa’s suicide caused her suicide act to be considered 
meritorious by the Chinese .26 Married women came to beseech Kum Fa’s deity to give 
them children so as to prevent their husbands from taking secondary wives. Many children 
were brought to the deity to receive blessings as well. However, single women also 
worshipped the deity because she was the quintessence of women who refused marriage 
and spent her entire life in religious devotion.
The Taoist beliefs of the Seven Sisters and Kum Fa had wide implications on the 
customary practice of marriage resistance among unmarried women .27 The sentiments 
of anti-marriage bias were expressed in the attitude of the six older sisters of the Weaving 
Lady when they forced the married sister to separate from her husband, the Cowherd. 
Although no explanation was offered for the sisters’ action, it was likely that the Weaving 
Lady’s married status upset the status quo of her non-marrying sisters. In the context of 
Chinese culture, the Weaving Lady’s marriage deviated from the norm of the eldest sibling 
marrying first before the youngest was allowed to do so.
The sisters of the Weaving Lady and Kum Fa both embodied the role models of women 
who remained unmarried for some undisclosed reasons. The idea of the unmarried state 
being perceived as a virtue that emanated from these folk beliefs, was integral to the value 
system that prevailed in the marriage resistance localities. It was significant that a 
woman’s participation in the Seven Sisters festival came to an end after marriage, usually 
when she became pregnant or when she resumed residence in her husband’s home .28
26Mrs Gray, pp. 113-4.
27(Mr) Gray observed that Taoist priests were invited by rich families to chant paeans in honour 
o f  the seven goddesses during the celebration o f  the festival in Canton. See Gray, China, p. 262.
28Stockard, Daughters o f  the Canton Delta , p. 44.
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Thereafter, a woman could only celebrate the festival as part of the audience and not a 
participant. The seclusion of mamed women from participation in the festival 
symbolically meant that only single women were considered to have a religious affinity 
with the deities by virtue of their marital status. It had very little to do with the offering 
of women’s handicraft and needlework skills.
2.6 Conclusion
All but a few of the women who were bridedaughters had some influence of anti- 
mamage bias in their behaviour prior to marrying. So did the later generation of women 
who took the radical measure of renouncing marriage completely by becoming sworn 
spinsters. The distinct cultural and religious background of the locales that existed in 
harmony with the custom of marriage resistance, further supported the patterns of 
women’s marital behaviour. Structural factors such as the establishment of the girls’ 
sororities, hitmu and gupowu, all served to strengthen the bonds of sisterhood, which in 
turn, helped to reinforce women’s commitment to resist marriage. These factors also 
perpetuated the custom of women who renounced marriage between the period of 1850 
and 1940 in the Pearl River Delta. Many of these working marriage resisters chose to 
emigrate when a combination of social, economic and political factors during the 1920s 
and 1930s threatened their economic livelihood and consequently had the potential to 
restrict their singular lifestyles. The women’s attributed motives in emigrating overseas 
which were closely linked to their threatened marital status will be explained in the 
following chapter.
* * * *
Chapter 3: Precipitating Pressures and Motivations
This chapter seeks to explain the precipitating pressures that motivated the women to 
emigrate. The different forms of marital status assumed by these women will affect the 
type and validity of the responses they gave concerning the reasons for their emigration. 
The marital status can be divided into three categories: single, married and widowed. 
These three categories are further sub-categonsed under the specific headings of sworn 
spinster (zishunu), unmarried state, married with or without children (including 
bridedaughter), and widowed with or without children (including bridedaughter). The 
sample in this study is compiled from the detailed background data of the informants in 
Ho’s study on “The Cantonese Domestic Amahs”, Tang’s study on “The Cantonese 
Women Building Labourers”, and interview transcripts obtained from the Oral History 
Department in Singapore.
3.1 Statistical Profile of Cantonese Female Immigrants
It has been noted that the female immigrants from the Pearl River Delta were young. 
In a small sample of 50 Cantonese female immigrants, it was established that more than 
four-fifths were in their twenties or younger when they first emigrated. Slightly more than 
ten per cent of these women who emigrated to Singapore were between the ages of thirty 
and fifty, thirty three per cent were between the ages of twenty and twenty four, with 
another thirty five per cent between the ages of twenty five and twenty nine. Less than ten 
percent emigrated between the ages of sixteen and nineteen. Generally, the majority of 
women who emigrated between 1930 and 1940 were under the age of thirty.
In the context of Chinese migration, females as young as sixteen years old were 
referred to as a "woman" because most marriage arrangements were initiated at about that 
age or less. Many were betrothed and a few were married by that age and, therefore, 
considered adult in Chinese terms. Just over three-fifths of the women were married once, 
while the remainder were single before emigrating (refer to Table 1). Only about one-fifth 
of these single women were confirmed single women who went through the shuqi or shoh 
hei ceremony before emigrating. The rest of the single women, after emigrating to 
Singapore, were not inclined to marry, regardless o f whether they had the intention of
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being a zishunu or not. Two o f the single women later got married but the rest had 
retained their marital status quo since.
Table 1 - Figures Showing Composition o f Marital Status-Age-Locality.
M arital Status Prior to Em igrating No. C ounty No. o f  R espondents
Single
Sworn Spinster 8 Shunde 5
Panyu 2
Dongguan 1
U nm arried 8 Panyu 2
Dongguan 1#
Nanhai 2#
Sanshui 3*
M arried
No children 5 Shunde 1 +
Panyu 2@
Dongguan 2
W ith children 19 Shunde 1
Panyu 1
Dongguan 4
Nanhai 1
Sanshui 12**
W idow ed
N o children 6 Nanhai 2#
Sanshui 3
Panyu m
W ith children 4 Shunde i
Panyu l*
Sanshui 2
Total no. o f  respondents 50 50
Note: # indicates respondent who declared herself to be a "shoh hei" after she became a widow. 
* indicates respondent got married later.
+inclusive bndedaughter 
@ indicates respondent with an adopted daughter 
** indicates inclusive of respondent(s) with deceased children.
More than four-fifths of the women were autonomous emigrants. The remainder 
emigrated together with their family members, as a dependent of the family or as an 
employee of a household who had decided to emigrate or to join their husbands who were 
already in Singapore. Based on the sample, all the single women and the widows, and a 
few of the married women who had left their families behind were autonomous emigrants. 
Table 1 shows that Shunde xian accounted for the largest number of single women who 
were avowed spinsters compared to other xian. Curiously enough, none of the Shunde 
emigrants were single non-confirmed spinsters. The other three Shunde female emigrants 
had been married of whom two remained manned and one was widowed. O f these three 
women, two claimed to be bridedaughters or buluojia.
Apart from Shunde, single and widowed immigrants were equally distributed among 
the other four counties. It appears that single women who left Shunde to go overseas by 
personal choice were generally restricted to those who had assumed the status of 
confirmed spinsters. One possible explanation is that local village customs in Shunde and 
the traditional social sanctions condoned the emigration of a sworn spinster, but curtailed 
the demographic mobility of non-avowed single women. On the other hand, it is also 
possible that the custom of practising spinsterhood was the "vogue" thing to do among the 
young women of Shunde, so much so that the majority o f the young adults who were not 
married or engaged to be married were zishunu. This suggestion assumes that the small 
sample in this study represents the larger section of the Shunde female populace in that 
county. One female immigrant from Shunde explained that, "According to the [Shunde] 
custom, a young girl1 could not leave her parents for a strange land unless she had been 
betrothed to be married to a man living there or [she] had become a shoh hei [zishunu]."2 
However, the incidence of Shunde women going overseas for matrimonial purposes was 
quite rare since there were more Shunde men than women marrying out of the village and 
county.
‘The term "young girl" applied only to single women who were not shoh hei. Shoh hei women 
normally took to living separately from their families soon after entering the ranks of spinsterhood and were 
rarely found to break their vows of celibacy
Tto, "The Cantonese Domestic Amahs," pp. 29-30
Furthermore, young single women, in less economically prosperous villages around the 
Pearl River Delta, where the constraints on the practice of spinsterhood and marriages 
were more common, reportedly ran away from home to places as far as Hong Kong and 
Nan Yang (South Seas) to defy arranged marriages. Both Ho and Stockard have reported 
individual cases of women from Shunde, Nanhai, and Zhongshan, who ran away from 
home as a sign of protest against an impending marriage or a strategy to force her parents 
to endorse her decision to remain unwed. Other women who came from the same counties 
but different villages noted that there were fewer constraints on the practice of spinster- 
hood and yet some said that this practice was totally forbidden in their home areas.3
It is apparent that the practice of marriage resistance was very much localised with 
varying levels of tolerance accorded from one village to another in the same county, and 
from one county to another. Henceforth, the absence of unmarried Shunde female 
emigrants as shown in the data on Table 1 cannot be taken literally to mean that unmarried 
Shunde women did not emigrate overseas unless they were avowed spinsters. The 
numbers presented in this sample are too limited for us to make such an assumption. 
However, one can infer that the customary practice of sworn spinsterhood was more 
concentrated and popular in Shunde community than in other neighbouring xian in the 
Pearl River Delta.
Table 1 shows that of the married women, Sanshui women were the largest number 
with children prior to emigrating. Five out of ten Sanshui married women with children 
mentioned intolerable marriages as the reason for leaving their husbands' home. Chinese 
marriage law gave little support to the rights of a married woman to divorce or a widow 
to remarry. The act of divorce was seen as a deviation from the social norms and 
sometimes perceived as a polluting act to one's honour, as it was commonly said, "It is 
better to die of starvation than to lose one's honour."4 In a society where women were 
regarded as inferior to men, it was customarily unacceptable for a wife to initiate a
’Ibid., pp. 56-7 and Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta, pp. 73-6.
4Ono Kazuko, Chinese Women in a Century of Revolution, Stanford, California: Stanford 
University Press, 1989, pp. 145-46.
divorce, let alone for the husband to willingly accept it. * 5 Wolf and Huang suggested that, 
“A married Chinese woman who initiated divorce from her husband or gave him cause to 
do so only had the options of prostitution if  she was young and pretty or remarriage, 
usually to a husband too poor to pay a dowry for a bride. If the cause was bad relations 
with her husband's parents, the alternative was to wait and work for divisions in her 
husband's family that would favour her. ” 6 Committing suicide was obviously the least 
appealing of all the options. 7 Wolf and Huang's suggestions could be expanded to include 
emigration as a rather drastic alternative to divorce, if the women accepted the likelihood 
of them earning their own living without the financial support of their husbands. Given 
the options, few women would risk divorce for fear of bringing shame to their natal family 
or having literally no where to go.
3.2 Precipitating Pressures and Motivations
We have noted that some women emigrated overseas because of parental pressures to 
force them into an unwanted marriage, or pressures to leave a marriage that was no longer 
tolerable. In the context of Chinese marriage sanctions, a woman who left her husband 
and kin had severed herself formally from their legal care and control. With her physical 
removal from a marriage, she had deviated from her socially appropriate place, in spatial 
and normative terms. When a woman was found to be missing, her husband's family 
would mount a wide search for her with the assistance of other kinsmen. Normally when 
a woman did not wish to be found and brought home, she would put as much distance as 
possible between herself and her family. The cases of Yoruba and Hausa women in the 
African societies, where many preferred to earn their living as traders or karuwai 
(prostitutes) rather than stay married, led me to consider whether the opportunity to earn
It was not until in 1931 that the concept o f equal rights between husband and wife was finally
codified into the Chinese family law. Even then, there has always been a gap between custom and the
written law where within the scope o f divorce, customary law takes precedent over die written law in 
traditional China. See Yen-hui Tai, "Divorce m Traditional Chinese Law," in David C. Buxbaum (ed),
Chinese Family Law and Social Change in Historical and Comparative Perspective, Seattle and London:
University o f Washington Press, 1978, pp. 80-1.
*Wolf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption, p. 181.
7Margery Wolf noted that suicide often represented the ultimate rebellion o f a young person, and 
for a woman, it was the most public accusation she can make o f her mother-in-law, her husband, or her 
son. See Margery Wolf, “Women and Suicide in China,” in Margery Wolf and Roxane Witke (eds ), 
Women in Chinese Society, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1975, pp. 111-142.
an independent living would affect a Cantonese woman's decision to remain married.8 The 
continued existence of a previous marriage was important only if a woman wanted to 
remarry. Otherwise, it was irrelevant to her employment opportunity.
To end an unhappy marriage, overseas emigration provided an interesting solution 
between the two dire alternatives of divorce and suicide. Overseas emigration was a 
feasible option for these women to remove their marital obligations without initiating 
procedures for a divorce. A woman's flight from her marital home without her husband’s 
family consent would be nearly as difficult to conceal as a marriage or a death. The 
immediate consequence was the humiliation brought on the husband's family. At the same 
time, the woman also had to endure losing her children to her husband's family, and also 
had her reputation tarnished. An informant recalled her life history as follows:
Lock Fong Kheng was bom in 1906 in Hua xian, a neighbouring county of 
Sanshui. She was mamed to a Sanshui man at the age of twelve because her 
husband's father who was dying wanted to see his son married as soon as 
possible. However, after the wedding ceremony, she went back to live with 
her natal family [because she was deemed to be too young]. Nevertheless, she 
visited her husband's family on major festive occasions such as the Lunar New 
Year and the Lantern Festival. She only moved in with her husband's family 
when she was eighteen.
Her husband often ill treated her and she didn't like him at all. Lock's father- 
in-law left his son with a substantial amount of wealth and inheritance, and 
therefore, her husband did not work but squandered his money on other 
women. She said her husband was a useless man because he did not earn any 
income. She also gave the advice o f telling other women not to commit their 
daughters to the kind of marriage that she had gone through.
Lock left her husband and three daughters behind when she emigrated to 
Singapore at the age of thirty. First, she took a night bus to Guangzhou where 
she then took a train to Hong Kong. Upon reaching Hong Kong, she bought 
a berth on a boat travelling to Singapore. Her eldest daughter was eight years 
old when she left her family. Lock said that she had to leave without her
8Renee Pittrn, “Migration o f Women in Nigeria. The Hausa Case,” International Migration 
Review , Vol. XVIH, No. 4, Winter 1984, pp 1293-314.
children but did not elaborate on her reasons for doing so. But she reiterated 
that she would make the same decision again even if she were to leave sons 
instead of daughters in China. Lock revealed that prior to emigrating, she had 
a discussion about going to Singapore with a woman who had made a return 
trip to the village after emigrating to Singapore a few years ago. She later 
followed this woman friend to Singapore.9
The above account displays an adamant determination of a woman to leave her marital 
home. There was no hint of the children holding her back or a display of economic 
independence that prompted her decision to emigrate. The incidence of a woman leaving 
her husband's home could also be a form of protest against marital oppression in arranged 
marriages. The informants Tang interviewed for his study on Sanshui female earth 
carriers, mentioned hostile relations with either the husband or the husband's mother as 
the chief factor motivating them to leave home.
A 54-year-old informant from Sanshui came to Singapore thirty years ago.
Her parents were poor peasants and she spent her early childhood days on the 
farm. She was the third child in a family of five children and never went to 
school.
Married at the age o f eighteen, she helped her husband on the farm. From 
this marriage, she gave birth to two children but unfortunately, both died 
during infancy. Her mother-in-law ill treated her; often treated her as though 
she was a slave. At the age of 24, she decided to leave her husband's family 
for good. As she was ashamed to return to her parents, she emigrated to 
Singapore through the help of a sui haak [shui k e ] ...
Her parents were both dead. She returned to China twice after the war 
[World War II] for their funerals. She still maintains correspondence with her 
siblings in China and often remits money home to support an elderly spinster 
aunt, her father’s sister. She thinks she would return to China for retirement 
when conditions there improve.10
’Oral history interview transcript in Chinese, Reference No. A 000743/03. Interview conducted 
in Cantonese with Sm Tai Mui and Lock Fong Kheng by the Oral History Department, Singapore, 1986
10Tang, "The Cantonese Women," p. 79. The story has been edited slightly to ensure a smooth 
flow o f reading and extra care has been taken to keep as close as possible to the original writing.
About one quarter of the women in the sample had never had any children. Six out of 
nine widows were in this category. In this context, childlessness was also a contributing 
factor that facilitated women's access to emigration, as they were freed of a bond that 
otherwise tied them to the marital home. On the other hand, women who had been 
married for several years and failed to give birth, were shunned by their husbands and 
parents-in-law. The problem was further intensified if the woman was the principal wife 
in a family with no surviving male offspring to carry on the family’s lineage. Tang 
provided an informative account that illuminated the dilemma faced by these women. 
The informant was married at the age of eighteen and helped with work on her 
husband's family farm. She gave birth to a total of six children but unfortu­
nately four died during infancy. She was left with only two surviving children, 
both of whom were girls. As she could not produce a male offspring in order 
to "keep the ancestral light burning",11 she was looked down upon by her 
parents-in-law who then decided to find another wife for their son. The 
informant's husband, encouraged by his parents later took another wife 
[second wife] who gave birth to a son after two years of marriage. As 
expected, this new wife became the pet of the mother-in-law. Greatly 
disappointed, she decided to leave her husband’s family for good. She 
managed to retain the custody of one of her two daughters after a furious 
tussle with her in-laws. [The informant emigrated to Singapore at the age of 
28 with her eight year old daughter],12
The women themselves took on the blame for not being able to give birth, especially 
to a son, after marriage. The outcome of a married woman's life was largely determined 
by fate. References to this belief was cited in Ho's research on the lives of the Cantonese 
domestic servants.
The informant said that "fate" was against her. She became a widow before 
she had a child and at a young age [22 years old]. She believed that she was 
not fated to "enter into a man's doorway"; meaning she was not fated to lead
“Only a male can carry on the family's lineage. In addition, according to the Chinese custom, only 
a son can oversee the worship of his ancestors.
12Op. cit., p. 86. The story has been edited slightly for better reading and extra care has been taken 
to keep as close as possible to the original writing.
a maimed life. Therefore, she had taken a vow never to marry a second time 
[to the effect of her claims of having taken the shuqi vows].13
The inability to bear children was a factor that encouraged some women to seek 
alternative surroundings away from their marital home. Evidence of this was collected 
from an informant in Tang's study on Sanshui women.
The informant was betrothed at the age of fifteen to a man she had never met 
and got married at the age of seventeen. Her husband was an "eating-shop" 
assistant in Canton and came home only several times a year. This marriage 
was short-lived because four years later, her husband died from an illness.
Since the death of her husband, her mother-in-law often accused her of 
bringing bad luck to the family. She was often asked to leave the house. As 
the informant was too ashamed to go back to her parents, she decided instead 
to come to Nan Yang and make a living on her own. Through the help of a 
sui haak, she managed to come to Singapore.14 
However, childlessness was not the principal reason that prompted women to emigrate 
although it was a contributing factor that motivated women to do so. Emigration provided 
a way out for many women who were too ashamed to return to their natal family but had 
no where else to go. Even if a woman did return to her natal family, she could not remain 
there indefinitely as the parents would expect their daughter to conform to the norm that 
a proper married woman should and reconcile with her husband and in-laws.
In the surrounding areas o f the Pearl River Delta, the aversion to unwanted marriage 
was the compelling factor that motivated many bridedaughters to leave home. These 
women were forced to consent to the marriages arranged by their parents in order not to 
bring shame unto their parents by rebelling against their wishes. However after the 
wedding, the reluctant bride usually observed the aberrant custom of returning to the 
natolocal residence for a period of several years before permanently settling in her 
husband's family. Extensive evidence of the practice o f delayed virilocal settlement were 
provided by Stockard and Ho. The illuminating account given in Ho's study is as follows:
l3Ho, "The Cantonese Domestic Amahs," p. 137.
14Op.cit., p. 78. The story has been edited slightly for better reading and extra care has been taken 
to keep as close as possible to the original writing.
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Sien Tse [the informant] said she was betrothed to be married to a man five 
years her senior when she was still a little girl. She did not know who her 
prospective husband was until she was about fifteen years old. She disliked 
the idea of getting married because she had heard weird stories about 
childbirth and the difficulties of married life. It would be unfilial piety if she 
dared to suggest a break-off of the betrothal. So she complied with her 
parents' wishes.
She was married at the age o f seventeen. According to the Chinese custom 
in her village, the marriage was to be consummated during the first two nights 
of the marriage... In her village [in Shunde], Sien Tse said, there was the 
custom of "pat lohk ga" or literally meant "not to come down to a family"; not 
to consummate the marriage . 13 She abstained from consummation of the 
marriage. On the third day of her marriage or saam chiu ooi moon, she 
returned to visit her parents, as that was the custom, and was accompanied by 
her husband. She remained with her parents while he returned to his.
Later she left for Malaya [at the age of twenty-two] and took up employ­
ment. She sent money to her husband and got him a secondary wife as 
compensation. 16 The secondary wife was a mui tsai (a slave girl) because, she 
explained, few mothers would like their daughters to be tsip or a secondary 
wife . 17 Sien Tse was still recognised as the principal wife. "Nobody dared 
think of a divorce or a separation. It's not that easy," she explained. To do
l5It is difficult to ascertain if the informant remained a virgin after her wedding night. There is 
a possibility that the statement was made to impress the interviewer rather than to inform, because the 
informant claimed that she became a shoh hei woman after leaving her husband. In general, the term shoh 
hei was reserved for women who were never married as the vow o f celibacy implied die qualities o f being 
pure and chaste.
^Compensating marriage was usually arranged by the bndedaughter who refused to settle down 
in her husband's family. It was a form of secondary marriage arranged for the husband and fully paid by 
the bridedaughter herself with her own savings or money borrowed from her chi mui. The idea of an 
arranged secondary wife was to satisfy the conjugal needs of a husband without the principal wife, who was 
a bridedaughter, fulfilling her physical and emotional marital obligations to her husband. For a detailed 
description on negotiating a compensation marriage, see Stockard, Daughters o f  the Canton Delta , Chapter 
3, pp. 48-69.
l7Gray observed that it was common for the second or third wives to be of low origin, i.e., the 
second or third wife of Chaoung Yik-lai, the famous governor of Kwangtung, was a former prostitute. 
Female slaves (mui tsai) m households were often chosen as secondary wives and the head of the household 
that managed to sell a mui tsai as a secondary wife usually gave a small dowry to the woman. See Gray, 
China, pp 213-4.
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that was to bring terrible shame to herself, to her parents, and to her husband.
She continued to remit money to him [her husband] periodically. She had 
stopped sending these last few years. To her "sisters" [chi mui] and friends,
Sien Tse was a shoh hei and a ma tse}% She wore long plaited hair.19
Other case studies of bridedaughters who wished to arrange for secondary marriages 
revealed the need for a substantial amount of money to fund the marriages.20 Stockard 
pointed out that the funding of these marriages critically depended on a bridedaughter's 
ability to earn relatively high income and to accumulate large compensation funds over 
a period o f time.21 Thus, the practice of compensation marriages was restricted to 
prosperous silk producing localities where women earned relatively high wages as silk 
reelers, and other jobs related to the sericulture and silk industry. Shunde was the most 
prosperous silk centre in the delta and the presence of compensating bridedaughters was 
visible there. With the prolonged collapse of the Chinese silk industry in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s, the bridedaughters who did not want to settle down with their husbands 
chose the option of emigrating. Given widespread unemployment among the female silk 
workers and the necessity to earn regular income in order to finance alternative marital 
arrangements, overseas emigration offered the women the hope of alternative employment 
opportunity to sustain their lifestyles.
The timing of most bridedaughters emigrating to Malaya between the period 1934 to 
1938 strongly suggests that other factors were involved as well. Amidst the conditions of 
economic depression and political uncertainty created by the Japanese occupation of 
China, some women saw in emigrating overseas an excellent opportunity to force their 
husbands into accepting compensation marriages, especially when the husbands were less 
well off than the wives' families. More importantly, emigration became a strategy for the 
bridedaughter to retain her claim to the status of a principal wife without fulfilling her
nMa tse in Cantonese meant older sister. It was a form of respect and deference shown to older 
Shunde women by younger chi mui
19The words in italics are Cantonese terms. Ho, "The Cantonese Domestic Amahs," p. 28-9.
^Op. cit.
21Ibid., p. 52.
marital obligations to the husband, regardless of whether she paid compensation to her 
husband or not. It also permitted her to make the sole economic contribution of her labour 
and hence, her earnings to her natal families so long as she did not reside in her husband's 
home.22 A family that depended solely on the income contributions of a bridedaughter to 
the household would be less likely to encourage their daughter to quickly settle in her 
husband's home. There is also the possibility of bridedaughters bailing out of their 
marriages before settling down with their husbands' families so as to lessen the period of 
risk involved in them getting pregnant. This partially accounts for the high incidence of 
non-childbearing bridedaughters emigrating overseas in favour of better employment 
opportunity.
Economic want initially seemed to be the reason per se for women to emigrate. The 
need to find gainful employment motivated individuals to make a calculation whether to 
emigrate or not. The economic independence of such women was quite unusual, as was 
the freedom of the women to emigrate autonomously. This migratory behaviour must be 
seen as the consequence of precipitating pressures and needs. All but a few of the 
unmarried women and the bridedaughters had held some form of paid employment prior 
to emigrating. This economic pattern was particularly visible in the counties that relied 
on sericulture farming and silk production as the rural primary industries. Women's labour 
was essential in these areas and the emergence of customary anti-marital bias among the 
women was closely linked to the productive labour contributions in the silk workforce. A 
clear illustration of the motivation for joining the ranks o f sworn spinsterhood was related 
as follows in an article by Jashok:
[The informant, Luo Rong said:] My own money I could spend on myself.
With marriage, such independence was impossible. Many husbands not only 
failed to bring money to feed the family, they often took away money to play 
mahjong. When they lost a game, they came home to beat their wives. Ah, 
and many husbands smoked opium; they could never get enough cash to buy 
opium. No, with a good wage, life as a zishunu wasn't bad .23
^Ibid., pp. 20-1.
“’See Jaschok, "Pattern and Choice," p. 267.
Women like Luo Rong obviously showed much defiance against the status quo of 
marriage as it curtailed their financial independence and women were subjected to ill- 
treatment by their husbands. As a sworn spinster, she was able to retain her economic 
mobility as a wage earner in the village, outstation or overseas, without being subjected 
to the constraints and demands imposed by family members, husband and husband's 
family. Other women decided to be zishunu after they had seen or heard the great 
injustices and sufferings borne by married women. Marriage was ultimately linked to 
hardships brought on by the husbands and fears of losing their personal freedom, and 
hence their lifestyles. The anti-marital bias was firmly established in the minds of one 
such zishunu immigrant who reminisced about her life in Shunde.
[Leong Sau Heng said,] "My family owned twenty mai?A of land where we 
planted paddy, iongans, lychees and reared livestock such as pigs to sell 
commercially. We were reasonably wealthy and well known in the village.
I have two older brothers, two older sisters and one younger brother. My two 
older sisters were also shoh hei and I lived together with them in a gupor ngok 
[gupo uk].25 My two older brothers were married and lived next door to my 
parents in separate houses that they built on their own. Shunde county was 
quite well-off and there were many big houses. My village had multi 
surnames such as Chan, Wong and Lai.
My father and my older brothers had formal education since they were 
seven or eight years. They continued to study until they reached twelve years 
old. The teachers in the school where my father and brothers studied were not 
the local village people but came from other localities. My older sisters were 
taught by a gu tai; an elderly tutor who is also a shoh hei woman. Although 
schooling was cheap since it only costs about 3 or 4 dollars a month, it was not 
popular for girls to go to school. My mother taught us [girls] the right 
manners as to how to respectfully address the elders and other appropriate 
persons.
24About three acres. One acre is equivalent to 6.6 mou or one mou is equivalent to 733.5 square
yards.
2 5 It referred to women's house specially built for swom spinsters and bndedaughters to live in. 
The term zishunu is sometimes referred to under the collective term gupo but in certain places, both terms 
are non-interchangeable. For a fine description of these terms, see Jaschok, "On the Lives,” pp. 45-6.
Almost every woman is a chi mui in Shunde [meaning they either belong 
to the ranks of sisterhood or spinsterhood], But a daughter’s decision to 
become a shoh hei largely depended on one's parents because if a woman 
chooses to be a spinster, she could no longer be dependant on anyone, 
including her own family. However, women still depend on men for certain 
things in life because they don't have the capabilities and intelligence that men 
have.
Women who lived their lives as bridedaughters could never be as 
independent as the shoh hei women. They had to look after their husbands' 
parents and this required a lot of tolerance. That was why my sisters and I did 
not want to get married because of the difficulties in relations with the in­
laws. A few of my female relatives and some other women had experienced 
distressed relations with their husbands' parents. A daughter-in-law had no say 
in her husband's family and had to obey the mother-in-law. She had to observe 
her manners toward her husband’s mother and submit to her mother-in-law's 
rules in the household. If a woman is married to a man from another village, 
then she had to follow her husband to his home village and complied with the 
custom that prevailed in that new place. Moreover, women who were married 
but remained childless, will be looked down upon by the husbands' families 
and other villagers because there is no male offspring to continue the family's 
lineage line . ”26
Economic independence was an essential requirement demanded from women who 
elected to be sworn spinsters. Spinsterhood was in effect the rite de passage between a 
woman's dependence on the natal family and to being self-sufficient, both economically 
and physically. Once a woman became a sworn spinster, she had no further economic 
claims on her natal family, although most women continued to support their families 
financially. One zishunu from Shunde succinctly associated the concept of independence 
with the acquired status of a sworn spinster in Ho's research paper as follows.
26Leong Sau Heng, Oral History Interview, Oral History Department, Singapore. Reference No. 
A 000504/006 The interview was conducted m Cantonese by Oral History Department, Singapore, in 1986
She [Pui Tse] said that it was the custom in her village for girls who had 
become shoh hei to leave their parents sooner or later to earn their own living 
or else be subjected to the humiliation of the village sisters [chi mui] ... She 
was 18 years old when her parents wanted her to marry. But she asked to 
become a shah hei [woman], she said, and after some persuasion they 
consented. She would prefer to remain a girl but for the belief that it would 
"not be so good" to herself for a younger brother "to go before her in 
marriage".27 Having become a shoh hei, she said, she had to leave her 
parents to seek her own livelihood sooner or later. If she continued to remain 
too long with them, her village sisters would "certainly laugh at me and tease 
me as being boneless". It had been the custom in her village, she explained, 
for a shoh hei girl to live independently o f her parents or relatives. It was 
considered that a girl who was able to "stand on her own feet" was a capable 
person. She left her parents about a year later to join an aunt in Hong Kong.
The aunt was already working for a rich Chinese family. She was attending 
to her employer's daughter and caring for her. Through the aunt, Pui Tse got 
a job as a baby amah [domestic servant]. She came to Malaya with her 
employer ...28
The pressures that beckoned the spinsters to be self-supporting also propelled these 
women to seek paid employment in silk factories and silk related ventures. The sericulture 
and silk industry offered lucrative wages and many women who worked as the highly 
skilled silkweavers could earn enough to support their families and themselves 
comfortably. These spinster silk workers who later emigrated overseas and worked in 
wealthy households as domestic servants, were often described as being stylish in their 
appearance; wearing only expensive lawn and voile tops with satin trousers.29 The 
emergence of the practice of spinsterhood had been closely associated with the growth of
27The traditional Chinese belief demanded that the order of a marriage m a family should be 
governed by the sibling's seniority m age. The eldest sibling m the family should be the first m lme to 
get married followed by the second elder sibling and so on. The youngest sibling should be the last one 
to get married m the family unless certain pressing needs such as dying future m law(s) dictated otherwise.
28Ho, “The Cantonese Domestic Amahs,” pp. 29-30.
29Gaw, Superior Servants, p. 91.
the local silk industry that provided women with the wage employment opportunity to 
maintain their ascribed marital status. The marital independence of these women hinged 
largely on their access to income and they were sometimes compelled to travel to other 
villages in search of lucrative employment. The fact that natal families customarily treated 
their spinster daughters as “women on their own”, living autonomous lives and 
economically self-sufficient, further enhanced the mobility of these women to engage in 
work outside their home villages. The zishunu often enjoyed greater social mobility and 
could transcend the boundaries of social constraints. This was partly owing to the long 
term necessity of earning their own livelihood, and that the status of zishunu was accorded 
much respect since these women had vowed to lead a chaste life. In other instances, the 
factor of unconstrained mobility that promoted the spirit of independence among the wage 
earning women, caused other parents to forbid their unmarried daughters to travel outside 
the village to work in silk centres.30
The demise of the silk industry (see Chapter 4) that took away the most economically 
rewarding source of income for the spinsters and the bridedaughters, resulted in many of 
these women emigrating elsewhere to look for other employment alternatives. It also 
undermined the strength of spinsterhood and sisterhood organizations as many of the 
unemployed women dispersed to other places in search of employment. The emigration 
of spinsters and bndedaughters overseas was commonly perceived as an economic 
strategy, but it can also be seen as the extension of o f a strategy for retaining their marital 
status. So long as these women had the capability to be financially independent and 
contribute to the household budgets, it greatly reduced the likelihood of them being forced 
to relinquish their positions as spinsters and bndedaughters. For many, the economic 
survival strategy that motivated them to emigrate underscored the imminent need to 
maintain their singular way of life.
3.3 Conclusion
The different categories of autonomous Cantonese female emigrants are associated 
with distinct motivations for emigration, conditioned by their social situations. Based on
^Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta, p. 159.
the responses given by the women concerning their reasons for leaving home, women who 
had taken the vows of celibacy had fewer constraints imposed on their mobility to 
emigrate. On the other hand, the incidence of married women leaving was higher than that 
of the sworn spinsters or the widows. Marital oppression was the threat that had driven 
some women to choose the emigration option, and the possibility of earning an 
independent living away from the marital home presented an alternative solution against 
which most families had little effective counter-measure. The same economic opportuni­
ties that allowed some women to refuse marriage also gave married women the option of 
escaping from their marriage.
Overseas emigration enabled autonomous female immigrants to live anonymously and 
decreased the likelihood of them being caught and brought back home. The same goes for 
bridedaughters who perceived emigration as the alternative to settling in with their 
husbands’ families. In the context of the bridedaughter, the telling point can be drawn 
from I.M Lewis' suggestion that marriage is relatively stable when a woman is fully placed 
in the care of her husband's family, but not when she retains her natal rights. 31 When an 
opportunity to earn an independent living exists, a bridedaughter may choose not to fulfil 
her marital obligations permanently.
To reinforce both the link between the higher incidence of nonmarriage movement and 
the silk industry that provided the economic basis for the practice of zishunu and buluojia, 
we need to explore the structural changes generated first by sericulture and then by the silk 
factories that offered all the women an alternative way of earning an income. The 
significant concessions made by parents who had to consider the financial contributions 
o f their daughters’ productive labour to the households, further supported the resilient 
form of marriage resistance early this century.
^Quoted in Wolf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption, p. 180.
Chapter 4: Silk Labour and Anti-Marriage Movement
The marriage resistance practice was mainly confined to a particular local economy 
that thrived on sericulture industry in the vicinity of the Pearl River Delta. A few early 
Qing (1644-1911) sources briefly mentioned the existence of antimatrimonial customs 
amongst the young women in Panyu county.1 Apparently, the practice of delayed 
cohabitation after mamage was already in place as early as the seventeenth century when 
sericulture and silk manufacture were an important aspect of the peasant economy in the 
Delta region. However, the practices of compensation marriage and sworn spinsterhood 
were only established in the late nineteenth century. The emergence of these practices in 
Kwangtung has been associated almost exclusively with the rural industrialization of the 
silk industry that gave women access to external economic resources, particularly wages.
The advent of the mechanization of sericulture and the subsequent employment of 
women in silk factories, promoted marriage resistance in the higher forms of compensa­
tion marriage and sworn spinsterhood. There are several reasons for the relationship 
between the rural industrialization of the silk industry and the rise of marriage resistance 
practice. The wages earned from working in silk filatures2 provided the economic basis 
for the Cantonese women to enhance their marital status. In the more prosperous silk 
counties, particularly when a daughter’s income constituted an indispensable contribution 
to household earnings, some parents encouraged their married daughters to delay assuming 
virilocal residence. Meanwhile, the single daughters had more bargaining power in 
retaining their unmarried status because their parents would be more reluctant to risk 
losing their labour contribution and hence, their income contributions once they got 
married. Consequently, marriage resistance practice was restricted to the more prosperous 
silk counties that experienced rapid rural industrialization o f the silk industry. This 
custom became popular among young women during the period of widespread silk 
industrialization early this century. The decline of the silk industry in the late 1920s and
'Robert Y. Eng, Economic Imperialism in China: Silk Production and Exports. 1861-1932, 
Berkeley: University of California, 1986, p. 61.
:The word filature is denved from the French word and it referred to the thread which was 
prepared from the cocoons. The factory using the steam reeling method was called filature and its product, 
steam filature silk. So, The South China, p. 105.
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1930s, caused many bridedaughters and spinsters to emigrate to larger cities or overseas 
in search of alternative waged employment. Presumably, having acquired the experience 
of independent wage labour rather than marriage, these women chose not to go back to 
marriage when the original wage option disappeared. The local economic structure thus 
played a crucial role in promoting resistance to marriage in the major silk counties of 
Guangdong.
4.1 Sericulture Farming in the Delta
Guangdong was a unique province in South China because the domestic economy of 
its silk counties, located around the Pearl River Delta, was almost exclusively dependent 
on sericulture. In counties like Shunde, Nanhai and Zhongshan, many peasant households 
raised silkworms and planted mulberry trees as their fulltime occupation. The Pearl River 
Delta population actively engaged in silk producing activities was concentrated in a few 
localities such as Shunde, Zhongshan, and Nanhai, as shown in Table 2.3 In 1923, 
approximately 70 per cent of Shunde's land area was set aside for mulberry trees and fish 
breeding, and 80 per cent of the population was engaged in one or other form of 
sericulture activities. In Nanhai, about half of its population was engaged in sericulture 
farming. Outside of these localities, places such as Sanshui and Dongguan recorded a 
relatively small percentage (less than 10 per cent) of the population involved in the 
sericulture farm economy. However, the figures for Panyu county were not available. 
Shunde continued to be the most productive centre of sericulture activities in the Delta 
region with the proportion of it’s population involved in one or other aspect of sericulture 
farming increasing to about 90 per cent in 1939 although the cultivated land area remained 
unchanged since 1923.4
3The figures shown in Table 2 are consistent for most of the localities surveyed in the Pearl River 
Delta. Notable discrepancies occur in the estimates of mulberry acreage for Shunde and Zhongshan 
counties. The estimates by the Lingnan Agricultural College were 1.5 and 4 times those of the Guangdong 
Experimental Station for Shunde and Zhongshan counties respectively. The Guangdong survey conducted 
around 1922 indicated more conservative estimates for the sericulture industry whereas the figures by the 
Lingnan study were based on field data gathered a year later. The Lingnan survey was conducted during 
a penod of prosperity (1922-1923) for the silk industry. Therefore, it most likely reflected the economic 
capacity o f the sericulture sector at that time rather than the economic reality of the industry over a specific 
penod of time.
“Topley, "Mamage Resistance," p. 70.
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Table 2 - Mulberry Acreage and Population in Sericulture in Guangdong, c. 1923
Place Mulberry Land (mou) 
(A ) (B )
% o f Total 
Land (B )
Population in 
Sericulture (B)
Total Popula­
tion (B )
% o f  Total 
Population (B )
Shunde 436,000 665,000 70 1,440,000 1,800,000 80
Zhongshan 100,000 328,800 - 382,600 - -
Nanhai 297,000 300,000 - 200,000 420,000 48
Sunwui 60,000 60.000 10 50,000 1,000,000 5
Sanshui 30,000 30,000 10 25,000 320,000 7.8
Panvu 10,000 10,000 - 15,000 - -
Dongguan & 
East River
28,600 28,600 - 25,000 2,245,000 1.1
West River D is­
tricts
10,700 17,000 - 20,000 - -
Tsinguen & 
Other North 
River Districts
6 ,000 16,000 10,000 515,000 1.9
Hokshaan 30,000 4,825 - 20,000 420,000 4.8
Sewui - 5,000 - 1,000 205,000 0.5
Southwestern
Districts
- 500 - - - -
TOTAL 1,008,300 1,465,725 - 2 ,188,600 - -
Sources: (A) 1922 estimates by Guangdong Experimental Station in Agriculture and Forestry, from Liu 
Boyuan, Guangdong canye diaocha baogaoshu, Canton, 1922, pp. 83-4, as quoted from Robert Y. Eng, 
Economic Imperialism in China: Silk Production and Exports, 1861-1932, Berkeley: University o f California, 
1986, p. 100.
(B) 1923 estimates by Lingnan Agncultural College from Charles W. Howard and Karl P. Buswell, 
A Survey o f the Silk Industry in South China, Hong Kong. Commercial Press, 1925, pp. 15-37.
The growth o f sericulture economy in Guangdong was facilitated by the excellent 
subtropical climate of warm temperature and high humidity, which supported full-time 
sericulture throughout the year. Most peasant households were able to raise six or seven 
broods of silkworms and support six mulberry leaf pickings per year. This was in contrast 
to the other major Chinese silk producing region located around the Kiangnan province 
on the Yangtze Delta which was able to support only two broods of silkworms and two 
mulberry pickings per year. In the Pearl River Delta, mulberry trees grew faster in the 
alluvial plain and were less susceptible to flood waters than vegetables and arable crops.5
5Eng, Economic Imperialism, p. 104.
The sericulture industry in Guangdong had the ecological advantage of "4 water 6 land" 
system of mulberry cultivation with fish breeding that helped to prevent flooding in the 
paddy fields. Under this system, four-tenths of a given parcel of land was dug up and large 
fresh-water fish ponds were formed. The excavated soil was piled on the remaining sixth- 
tenths of the land and thus elevated the level of the land. The water-logging resistant 
mulberry trees were cultivated on the elevated ground and sediments from the fish ponds 
were used to fertilize the soil. The mulberry leaves were used to feed the silkworms, and 
in return, the litter from the silkworms and dead silkworms furnished food to the fish.6 
This technique of sericulture farming enabled the peasants to support crops o f silkworms 
and mulberry leaves around the year as a full-time commercial occupation, with fish 
breeding as a subsidiary activity. During the 1890s, Sanshui and Panyu counties, both 
originally agricultural areas, turned increasingly to mulberry cultivation and silkworm 
breeding. Shunde, Nanhai and Zhongshan counties together contributed about 85 per cent 
of the total cocoon production o f Guangdong and Guangxi provinces in South China (see 
Table 2). Shunde alone was responsible for close to half the total production.
The expansion of the Chinese silk industry was given a boost when the collapse of 
French and Italian silk industry resulted in intense international demand for Chinese silk. 
This caused the rise of silk prices in the export markets in the 1850s and 1860s. The local 
industrialists, who were keen to capitalise on the lucrative commercial prospect of the 
sericulture industry, played a crucial role in promoting mulberry cultivation and silkworm 
breeding among the peasantry. Many peasant households were attracted by the profit on 
mulberry that could be ten times that of rice cultivation, even though Guangdong was 
already a prosperous double-cropping rice region.7
6Ibid, p. 108; So, The South China, pp. 84-5.
7Some research literature show that the mulberry profit fluctuated according to the market prices 
and sometimes it might be around three to five times more than that of rice cultivation, and can be as low 
as the same pnce for rice. So, The South China. p. 84; E-tu Zen Sun, "Sericulture and Silk Textile 
Production in Chmg China," in W.E. Wilcott (ed ), Economic Organization in Chinese Society, Stanford, 
California: Stanford University, 1972, pp. 79-108.
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The rapid development of the sericulture farm economy in Guangdong from the 1870s 
was closely linked to the expansion of the steam filature8 industry which gradually 
displaced the hand-reeled silk cottage industry. In the period between 1882 and 1883, 
filature silk represented approximately 13 per cent of the total silk exports in Canton but 
had consolidated its hold on the export market to about 76 per cent by 1890.9 The quality 
of the steam filature silk was deemed to be superior to that of the hand-reeled silk thread 
which was coarse and irregular in texture. Moreover, the steam filature silk fetched a 
higher price range of about 30 per cent to 60 per cent than the hand-reeled raw silk, and 
was widely demanded by the American and French manufacturers.10 At the turn of this 
century, steam filature white silk became the most important export commodity in 
Guangdong and its output was primarily directed toward Western markets, rather than to 
the domestic and non-Westem foreign markets.
With the commercialization of sericulture, peasants earned considerable profits from 
raising cocoons primarily to get the supply of raw silk which they then sold to the local 
steam filatures. As more peasants got involved in the business of supplying raw silk, they 
also assumed the control of the market price due to overwhelming demand from filatures. 
Supported by rising silk prices due to rising demands in the international silk market, the 
filatures inflated the price of the cocoons so much that it was no longer profitable for the 
peasants to perform the silk-reeling process, once a thriving domestic enterprise mostly 
managed by women. The expansion of filatures resulted in rural villages shifting their 
primary economy from silk reeling and weaving to the more profitable venture of rearing 
cocoons. By the 1920s, the predominant silk counties of Shunde, Zhongshan and Nanhai
8For further details on sericulture and the silk reeling process, see Lillian M. Li, China's Silk 
Trade: Traditional Industry in the Modem World, 1842-1937, Council on East Asian Studies Monograph 
No. 97, Cambridge, Massachusetts. Harvard University Press, 1981, pp. 18-30.
Ting, Economic Imperialism, p. 53 (Table 3.5).
1 Trance was the world leading trade market for raw silk and silk weaving m the early 19th 
century. However, its sericulture industry was severely devastated by a silkworm disease called pebnne 
in 1854 and since then, French sericulture never recovered although its silk weaving industry continued 
to prosper. Besides France, the Italian sericulture industry was also seriously paralysed by the pebnne 
epidemic. Then, the United States emerged as the leading customer for raw silk early this century and New  
York supplanted Lyon (m France) as the leading international silk centre. See So, The South China, p. 106; 
ibid., pp.26-30, and op.cit., pp. 81-3..
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in the Pearl River Delta were responsible for producing approximately one-seventh of the 
world output of silk.11
4.2 Female Workers and Division of Labour
The development o f sericulture also signified the rapid mobilization of female labour 
in peasant households. Women contributed approximately 90 per cent of the manual 
labour needed in sericulture activities as men's primary attention was still devoted to 
agriculture.12 Topley observed that women and young girls were almost exclusively 
responsible for the roles of cultivating the mulberry groves, picking the mulberry leaves, 
silk reeling and spinning while men were responsible for the agricultural aspects such as 
rearing fish and the early care of raising cocoons.13 Married women were less likely to be 
directly involved in the sericulture than unmarried women for several reasons. Married 
women had the sole responsibility of child care and daily household chores, and therefore, 
they had less time to assist with the tedious phases of sericulture. The social notion of 
polluting substances associated directly with women such as menstrual fluids and 
pregnancy14 which were believed to be harmful to the silkworms, meant that married 
women were automatically barred from certain phases o f the sericulture. The "wet work" 
of plunging the cocoons into boiling water to loosen the thread and the constant contact 
with water in the process of doing so, was believed to interfere with menstruation and 
hence, fertility.15 Bridedaughters were usually delegated the task of silk spinning and 
reeling. Young boys and girls performed the task of mulberry harvesting and silkworm 
rearing. Thus, female labour was segregated in sericulture according to their marital status.
"Li, China's Silk Trade, p. 115.
12Ibid„ p. 148.
"Topley, “Marriage Resistance,” pp. 70-1.
14Ibid, p. 71. For an excellent discussion on the notion of pollution of Chinese women, see Emily 
M. Ahem, "The Power and Pollution of Chinese Women," in Margery Wolf and Roxane Witke (eds ), 
Women in Chinese Society, Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1975, pp. 193-215.
"Op.ctt., p. 71.
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Industrialization and the subsequent decline of household silk-reeling business, 
however, resulted in many women moving out of the sericulture sector and entering waged 
employment in silk filatures. The establishment of filatures in rural villages and market 
towns meant that women no longer needed to leave their villages in search of wage 
employment. The strategic location of filatures in villages close to the sericulture 
households ensured that the filatures had a stable supply of raw silk and female labour 
from within the village and neighbouring villages.
The expansion of filature plants in the Pearl River Delta resulted in a tremendous 
increase in the employment of factory workers from a total of 2,970 in the early 1880s 
to 31,185 in late 1890s, and further to 52,470 in 1913.16 An estimated 245-256 workers 
were needed for the production of every 100 reels of silk produced and therefore, a typical 
filature that produces 240 reels per day would employ over 500 workers.17 Although no 
official figures are available for female filature workers, it was estimated that more than 
90 per cent of the workers were young girls and women. Some literature on the study of 
South China's silk industry attributes the success of the sericulture industry to the 
structural change brought about by rural industrialization in Guangdong.18 It is clear that 
the participation of women in the modem sector of silk manufacturing contributed to the 
growth efforts and success of the silk industry in the Delta.
4.3 Industrialization and theFeminization of Labour
A striking feature of industrialization in the countryside was the rapid mobilization of 
female labour from the rural sericulture economy into the labour intensive, local-capital 
oriented modem sector of silk manufacturing. There were two important sources of 
female filature workers in the Pearl River Delta. The first group of women were the 
zishimu. These women often travelled to other villages to work in silk filatures. The other 
group were the buluojia who were usually associated with the work of silk weaving (see 
Chapters 2 and 3). The high participation rate of these two groups of women in filature
16So, The South China, p. 106 (Table 6.1). 
17Ibid.
,8Ibid.,pp. 112-18.
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work was owing to the practice of silk filatures to recruit mainly women with little or no 
marital commitments. In most cases, the ztshunu were preferred over the single women 
because the former enjoyed greater flexibility in working mobility whereas the latter were 
usually restricted to working within the home village. Both the spinsters and bride- 
daughters were perceived to have few family commitments such as attending to the needs 
o f husbands and children, therefore making them a stable workforce. There was a 
likelihood that they were more reliable in attendance work records and less likely to cause 
rapid worker turnover which in turn could incur a higher cost of training new skilled 
employees. Women were perceived to have greater docility relative to men, deference to 
command, and willingness to subject themselves to rigid discipline. 19 These women were 
less inclined to join or form work unions; an essential prerequisite in the filature system 
that demanded a disciplined and docile workforce. The selective method of recruitment 
in the silk factories gave the women legitimate grounds to further entrench the custom of 
marriage resistance.
As in sericulture farming, there was division of labour in the participation of filature 
work. An important aspect of filature work was manual dexterity that suited women as 
compared to men. The meticulous job of steam reeling required nimble fingers and was 
best performed by industrious young women with good eyesight. The age requirements 
for these women workers usually ranged between sixteen and thirty years old .20 The 
majority of the women workers were either regular silk reelers or substitute reelers who 
worked for short periods, and cocoon peelers. 21 Girls as young as eight or nine years old, 
were employed as basin workers who managed cocoon-boiling basins used to loosen the 
strands of silk from dried cocoons.22 Only a few male workers were employed as 
management and technical staff on the production floor. Female workers were dispropor-
19Lin Lean Lim, "The Feminization of Labour in the Asia-Pacific Rim Countries: From 
Contributing to Economic Dynamism to Bearing the Brunt o f Structural Adjustments," in Naohiro Ogawa, 
Gavin W. Jones, and Jeffrey G. Williamson (eds ), Human Resources in Development along the Asia- 
Pacific Rim, Singapore; New York: Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 179.
:°Hsiao-Tung Fei, Peasant Life in China: A Field Study of Country Life in the Yangtze Valley, 
London. Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1962 (fifth edition) p. 223. First edition published m 1939.
21Li, China's Silk Trade, p. 174.
22Ibid.,p. 175.
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tionately concentrated in direct production jobs that required the rigid discipline of 
working eleven hours a day, seven days a week in steam-filled rooms with poor ventilation 
and lighting. Some female workers were forced to resign from their jobs at the early age 
of 25 due to poor eyesight caused by the poor working conditions.23
4.4 Filature Work and the Growth of Anti-Marriage Sentiment
An important factor that compelled Cantonese women to work outside the households, 
was the scarcity of male labour in the Pearl River Delta region. Massive and continuous 
male emigration from Guangdong to countries in Nan Yang caused many households to 
depend on the contribution of female labour in non-heavy farming work. According to the 
information gathered by Ta Chen during sample field interviews conducted with 1,081 
respondents in both Fujian and Guangdong from 1934 to 1935, at least two-thirds, and 
probably more than three-fourths, of the males in the households interviewed emigrated 
between the ages of 10 and 29.24 The relative youth of the emigrants, many of whom may 
have been married but most probably not heads of households, meant that many 
households were deprived of husbands and brothers. Male members constituted the 
primary source of household labour and it was commonly observed that their absence had 
a long term bearing on the size of land holdings.
In Guangdong, where double-cropping rice and several other crops were grown each 
year, and much of the land was irrigated, the demand for both male and female labour was 
usually high throughout the year. Thus, it was not unusual that the number of family 
members corresponded with the size of the land owned. In wealthy families, the wives 
were encouraged to have more children of both sexes because of the labour requirements 
of the household economy. It was not uncommon for men to take concubines merely for 
the purpose of producing more children to service household labour.25 Therefore, it is 
most likely that the larger the household, the bigger the size of land holdings. The area
23Eng, Economic Imperialism, p. 65.
24Ta Chen, Emigrant Communities in South China: A Study o f Overseas Migration and Its 
Influence on Standards of Living and Social Change, New York: Secretariat, Institute of Pacific Relations, 
1940, pp. 136-7 (Table 16).
25Topley, “Marriage Resistance,” p. 77.
of land cultivated for arable crops tend to gradually decrease in size over the years. 
According to the data gathered by the Chinese Maritime Customs, the area of cultivated 
land in districts of Yao P'ing, Chao An, Chin Hai, and Chi Yang, in East Guangdong has 
decreased from three-fourths of the total area in 1922 to two-fifths in 1931.26 The 
transition from crops cultivation to sericulture farming in the Delta region also had the 
effect o f reducing the proportion of arable land available.27
The expansion of the sericulture meant that the peasant families became increasingly 
dependant on the income derived from mulberry plantations and cocoon rearing. As 
women constituted the largest workforce in sericulture, their role as income earners could 
no longer be regarded as secondary to the men’s, especially in the emigrant communities 
surrounding the Pearl River Delta. Women who had the opportunity of gaining paid 
employment were commended by the official historical writings as in the form of county 
gazetteers (hsien-chih), as being virtuous. For example, the Nanhai and Shunde gazetteers 
often portrayed female sericulture workers who supported their families under the 
biographical sections of "virtuous women" (lienu).28 The implication of working women 
being associated with the notion of moral excellence, clearly indicated that female 
earnings and the contributions to household revenues were highly desirable.
Sericulture provided women with seasonal wages, but it was filature work that resulted 
in many rural families becoming dependant on their daughters' incomes. First, the 
regularity of income derived from factory employment in steam filature brought greater 
financial stability to household eamings as compared to agricultural income. Second, 
filature work paid relatively high wages to women. Rising silk prices in the international 
markets together with intense demands for Chinese silk exports in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, resulted in Chinese industrialists being willing to pay high wages 
in order to lure women from their domestic silk reeling work to factory silk reeling jobs.29
260p.cit., pp. 32-3.
27It was inevitable that peasant households abandoned nee cultivation in favour o f sericulture as 
the latter utilized less land and male labour than compared to the former.
28Eng, Economic Imperialism, p. 62
29So, The South China, p. 126.
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Intense competition among the local filatures for female workers resulted in big silk 
factories offering monetary incentives to diligent workers. Factory workers who worked 
throughout the week for two consecutive weeks would receive an additional pay 
equivalent to one or even two days’ wages.30
Although the wage fluctuated according to seasonal demand and from one filature to 
another, the female silk workers generally received fifty cents to a dollar per day.31 At the 
height of the prosperity of the silk industry in the early 1920s, daily wages were as high 
as one dollar and fifty cents.32 Since an average five member peasant family needed 
approximately 195.80 yuan a year for subsistence, a female filature silk worker who 
earned as much as 200 yuan annually could support the entire family and retain a portion 
of the wages for herself. 33 In this aspect, silk reeling which was exclusively done by 
women, was considered to be one of the highest paid occupations in the silk counties. 
Indeed, high incomes from filature work also bestowed prestige on female silk workers 
because it allowed them to increase their financial contributions to household revenues. 
Stockard reported that the silk workers prided themselves on their ability to earn high 
wages compared to other forms of employment:
A 74 year old informant from the urban part o f Daaih Leuhng in Sundak (Shunde), 
a filature reeling centre, reported that... silk reelers earned a lot o f money in Daaih 
Leung, much more than in jobs like mulberry harvesting. Reelers could earn more 
than a dollar a day. Therefore, a silk reeler's contribution to her family was the 
most important, even more than her brothers. A male labourer couldn't earn as 
much as a silk reeler, she explained, because his wages were not constant but 
depended on harvests. Because silk reelers in Daaih Leuhng earned
30C.W. Howard and K.P. BuswelL, A Survey o f  the Silk Industry o f  South China, Hong Kong; 
Commercial Press, 1925, p. 25. This form o f work practice was known as Ch'in kung whereby the workers 
who worked continuously without rest day for a couple of weeks were rewarded with a specific additional 
pay. See ibid., p. 126.
31Op. cit., p. 126.
32Eng, Economic Imperialism, p. 63.
33The method of calculation for the level o f subsistence and the annual wage is not indicated in 
So, The South China, p 126.
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such a lot of money, they didn't have to depend on others. That's why, even when 
they married, silk reelers didn't like being married to men who earned less than 
they did .34
Access to filature income further reinforced the economic independence of an 
unmarried daughter or a bridedaughter. Parents were more willing to allow their spinster 
daughters and bridedaughters to travel outside their villages to work in filatures. It is 
apparent that the benefits of having high incomes from economic resources far outweighed 
the risk of losing control over their daughters or daughters-in-law in distant filature 
centres .35 For this reason, families and the local authorities in the prosperous filature 
centres of Shunde, Nanhai, Zhongshan, and Panyu, were more tolerant toward the 
customary practice o f postmarital separation and spinsterhood. Whereas, in places such 
as Sanshui county where there was little or no silk reeling and filature work, the practice 
of marriage resistance was almost unheard of, and conventional marriage prevailed.
In addition, parents who were more dependant than ever on the earnings of their 
unattached daughters or daughters-in-law, would encourage if not condone their daughters' 
decisions to remain single or prolong the period of their postmarital separation . 36 Thus, 
a daughter’s access to earnings from filature work could affect her marital or post marital 
autonomy, as parents generally consented either that one of their daughters became a 
swom spinster or a bridedaughter if she was married. Like the unwed daughter, only natal 
parents could lay claims to their bridedaughters’ labour. This further strengthened the 
custom of delayed settlement in the husband’s family. Both forms of marriage resistance 
practice were facilitated by the earnings that enhanced the bargaining position of a 
woman's marital status within the household.
A relatively high income enabled a bridedaughter to finance a compensation marriage 
for her husband by arranging to get a secondary bride and effectively transferring her 
marital obligations to the new wife without relinquishing her status as principal wife. If
^Stockard, Daughters o f the Canton Delta, p. 156. 
3Tbid.,pp. 158-9.
^Ibid., pp. 157-8.
the offer of compensation marriage was rejected, then the bridedaughter could use the 
retention of her income as compensation payment to her husband's family, who would then 
use the money to acquire a secondary wife for their son.37 The earnings derived from 
filature work enabled a spinster daughter to support her family and retain some income to 
support herself independently; an essential protocol for the status of a sworn spinster (see 
Chapter 3).
Apart from filature work, other forms of employment that traditionally required the 
special talents of women or “feminine” qualities, also provided women with a means of 
earning their livelihoods. A woman, especially a sworn spinster, was often called upon 
to provide antenatal and postnatal care for married women in the village.38 In some cases, 
where there was lack of medical attention, a woman was also entrusted with the task of 
delivering babies. As these tasks required special training, they were confined to only a 
small group of women who had a thorough knowledge in the Chinese social ritual of 
childbearing. Another form of female service that was very much in demand was the job 
of a bridal attendant (dajinjie) — an area of work immensely popular with sworn 
spinsters.39 Women engaged in this form of work could earn a substantial amount of 
money, as much as twenty silver pieces on any one occasion.40 It is interesting that a 
zishunu would get herself involved in the area of work (marriage and childbearing, for 
instance) although this seemed to contradict her antimarital lifestyle and perception of 
marriage.
The other important factor that facilitated the growth of the anti-marriage custom 
among the working class of women, was the fact that it did not threaten the legitimacy of 
the marriage institution as such. Marriage resistance customs were most visible in 
prosperous silk centres and less obvious in the scattered agricultural areas situated on the 
periphery of the Delta region. Women who wished to assume the role of a bridedaughter
37For more information on the practice o f compensation marriage, refer to ibid., pp. 48-69. 
38Jaschok, "Pattem and Choice," p. 268.
,VA bndal attendant is given the responsibility to guide a bride through die wedding ritual, attend 
to her needs and taught her the social graces o f bemg a wife. Ibid., pp. 268.
or sworn spinster had to do more to justify their existence than did a married woman. 
Both the unwed daughters and bridedaughters legitimized their marital status by 
contributing their labour and earnings to their natal households, thereby proving 
themselves to be filial daughters. One of the ways to do so, would be to "sell their youth 
to the company"41 as long as the economic value of their labour contribution would allow 
them to do so.
Filature work promoted a widespread anti-marriage bias and a spirit of independence 
among the female silk workers as a socially cohesive group, but did not evolve into a 
concrete form of a class or gender struggle that chipped away the patriarchal order of the 
society. Social solidarity was fostered through the sharing of accommodation in women’s 
houses42 or factory hostels for single women working in the filatures operated by the 
lineage group. In addition, members of the same residence and lineage group usually 
worked in the same silk factory for a period of time before returning to their natal homes. 
The seclusion of single silk workers and the bridedaughters in women’s houses and 
filature hostels, and the prolonged absence from natal families tend to thwart any attempts 
to curb the growth of anti-marital sentiments.
4.4 Decline of the Silk Industry and Migration
The decline of the silk industry was attributed to a number of domestic and interna­
tional factors. As early as in the 1880s, the problem of silkworm disease already posed 
a potential threat to the sericulture industry. However, the problem became acute in the 
beginning of 1920 when 90 per cent of cocoons in China were inflicted by the pebrine 
disease and about 75 per cent of the silkworms hatched died before reaching the spinning
41 Diane Lauren Wolf, Factory Daughters: Gender, Household Dynamics, and Rural 
Industrialization in Java, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992, p. 27. There seems to be an 
interesting parallel between the prototype Cantonese and the contemporary Taiwanese factory daughters 
who postpone their marriages in order to lengthen the duration of their work penods. See Lydia Kung, 
Factory Women in Taiwan, Studies in Cultural Anthropology, No. 5, Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research 
Press, 1983.
42 A girls' house could cater for 8 to 10 residents at a time and residents have to pay a small fee 
for the accommodation. For further details on girls' houses, see Stockard, Daughters of the Canton Delta, 
pp. 73-4, 82-3. For a comparison of girls’ houses and boys’ houses in Guangdong, see Topley, “Marriage 
Resistance,” pp. 73-4.
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stage.43 A 1927 survey taken in Guangdong showed that 60 per cent of the cocoons were 
affected by the disease.44 As a result, one ounce of good silkworms that would normally 
yield 110-130 pounds of cocoons, would yield only 15-25 pounds after the silkworms were 
affected by the disease.45 Thus, the deterioration in silkworm quality that drastically 
reduced the quantity of cocoon production, also resulted in filatures producing inferior silk 
as a means o f cutting the rising costs of production.
Significantly, the Chinese silk industry failed to rival the intense competition from the 
Japanese silk industry for the supply of raw silk in world market. Technical innovations 
and structural support from the government for the sericulture industry, ensured that the 
Japanese raw silk market had the competitive edge over the Chinese. Moreover, the low 
prices of Japanese cocoons also ensured a higher productivity in silk production compared 
to the higher priced Chinese cocoons. The ability of Japanese silk manufacturers to expand 
their production at lower costs due to higher silk yields ultimately consolidated Japan's 
position as the world's leading supplier o f raw silk.
Increasing use of imported rayon as a substitute for the more expensive raw silk in 
modem Chinese weaving mills, also resulted in the decline of domestic consumption of 
raw silk. The shift from raw silk to rayon was not confined to China alone, but rather, it 
reflected the worldwide trend of synthetic preferences to that of natural fibres. The world 
depression of the 1930s severely affected many commodity trades due to a contraction in 
the purchasing power and demand of international market leaders.46 The fall in world 
demand for raw silk also resulted in the declining prices of silk and the total exports of 
raw silk in China.
Filatures were forced to cease silk production, and the price of cocoons tumbled from
43Eng, Economic Imperialism, p 128 
44Ibid.,p. 31.
45Ibid.
“Ibid.p. 157.
two yuan in 1932 to thirty cents in 1934 in Guangdong.47 More than 107,000 silk and 
sericulture workers, the majority of whom were women, lost their means of livelihood in 
1932.48 Many single women and young men, migrated to urban centres such as Canton 
and Shanghai in search of employment. In Shunde alone, where as many as 200,000 
female workers were retrenched from the silk filatures.49 Many of them resorted to migrate 
to nearby places such as Macao and Hong Kong while some chose to leave their villages 
for Southeast Asian countries like Malaya, the Philippines and Vietnam.
Nevertheless, not all the women who were affected by the decline in the silk industry 
left their villages for other places. Some migrated with their families to larger cities in the 
northern states in anticipation of the impending Japanese occupation of Canton. Fears of 
social dislocation and sexual exploitation of young unmarried women forced many of 
them to seek sanctuary in vegetarian halls see Chapter 6) and Buddhist nunneries during 
the Japanese occupation of Canton in 1938. Others who were single or were unhappily 
married saw, in the midst of political and economic upheavals, an opportunity to sever 
their marital commitments, most likely in the guise of looking for alternative employment 
overseas.
4.5 Conclusion
The development of variant forms of marriage resistance was closely linked to the 
commercialization of sericulture and the subsequent rural industrialization of the silk 
industry in the Pearl River Delta. References to early anti-marital conceptions in Gray’s 
study cited the examples of young Cantonese maidens who resorted to the radical 
measures of becoming Buddhist or Taoist nuns, or even collective suicide, in order to 
avoid matrimony.51 As late as the 1870s, suicide remained the desperate alternative way
47Ibid.,p. 159.
48Ibid.,p. 158.
49Ibid.,p. 160.
5tTopley, “Marriage Resistance,” p. 85.
5'The remains of fifteen young maidens who committed suicide en masse after learning that they 
were betrothed to be married, were interred m The Tomb of die Virgins that was located in the town of
out for young women who refused marriage altogether although the practice of delayed 
cohabitation in the husband’s home remained a customary feature in many villages.52 By 
then, sericulture had given women an avenue to work outside the households as seasonal 
hired labour. The expansion of sericulture and industrialization in the silk industry 
between the years 1880s and 1920s, had resulted in female labour being extensively 
mobilized for employment and women had access to relatively high, regular wages. 
Personal marital autonomy gradually increased as more and more of these womenwere 
drawn into paid employment. High earnings had enabled female silk workers to contribute 
substantially to household revenues and retain a portion o f their incomes for themselves. 
This, in turn, decreased the economic dependence of daughters and daughters-in-law on 
their families and heightened the spirit of independence in women.
The economic value of female labour in the silk industry, as an indispensable income 
contributor in a household, was an important causal factor in extending a woman's marital 
or postmarital autonomy. An unattached daughter, who demonstrated the ability to 
support her family and herself independently, could leave her parental household and 
become an avowed spinster. And a bridedaughter who was economically self-sufficient, 
could either prolong the postmarital separation up to a period of ten years before settling 
in with her husband's family, or arrange a compensation marriage without comprising her 
position as a principal wife. The latter was a costly solution for the non-conforming 
bridedaughters. Hence, compensation marriage was a less popular and limited alternative.
Young, working unmarried women who resisted marriage and yet were not willing to 
totally give up their personal and economic independence, settled instead for the option 
of spinsterhood. The nature of filature work provided a catalyst for the natural process of 
disassociation from the natal family and subsequently, the decision by the working 
daughters to remain unwed throughout their lives. Sankar suggested that prolonged 
periods of absence from home to work in outside filature centres, the social cohesion 
forged as a result of living together in the same dormitories and long working hours in the 
same filature, and a common desire to earn a livelihood out of economic necessity all
Foshan. See Gray, China, p. 185.
52This included collective or individual suicide. Ibid., pp. 185-6,188
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reinforced the notion of individual independence and hence, antimarital bias.53 The 
emergence of sworn spinsterhood was thus the cultural outgrowth of a combination of 
factors such as the structural changes in the silk industry and the feminization of labour 
in filature work. Both these factors contributed to the expansion of women's earning power 
and their role as the chief income contributors in peasant households. Where marriage is 
concerned, however, all the years of contributing financially to household incomes did not 
enhance the authority or rights of the daughters in decision making roles. Nonetheless, it 
gave them room to negotiate for other alternatives such as spinsterhood.
The decline of the silk industry due to domestic factors in the 1920s, and in the wake 
of the world depression in the 1930s, caused many spinsters and bridedaughters to 
emigrate overseas. These women fled in large numbers to cities that offered them 
employment opportunities. Other factors that facilitated the option of emigration will be 
explained in the following chapter.
* * * *
53Sankar, “On the Lives,” p. 47.
Chapter 5: The Facilitating Factors of Female Emigration
Migration policies in both China and Malaya played a significant role in directing the 
continuous migratory traffic between the two countries. The removal by China of official 
restrictions that prohibited citizens from emigrating legally in 1860, and the proclamation 
o f dual citizenship for overseas Chinese in 1909, made travel more accessible and 
acceptable for Chinese emigrants. These considerations generally influenced the Chinese 
to emigrate in greater numbers than before to Malaya. At the same time, other factors in 
Malaya also played an essential role in encouraging the emigration of Chinese females. 
A fundamental factor was the liberal immigration policy adopted by the British 
government in Malaya since the nineteenth century. The effects of immigration restrictions 
on adult Chinese male labourers in the Straits Settlements from 1932 onwards also 
resulted in more Chinese females than Chinese males migrating early this century.
Economic expansion and its attendant demand for foreign labour in labour-intensive 
industries such as tin-mining, rubber plantations, factories, and personal service, also 
made Malaya a most attractive destination for female economic migrants. The existing 
infrastructure of organized migration networks between the Chinese and Malayan ports, 
also served to ensure a steady stream of female migrants to Malaya. This together with 
the advantage of having established networks of family, clan, district, dialect or social 
communities overseas, had long been a driving force for many Chinese women to emigrate 
either voluntarily or as sojourners. However, massive female migration occurred chiefly 
during the peak periods of 1926 and 1930, and 1934 and 1938 (see Appendix A). During 
the five year period from 1934 and 1938, there was a migrational gain of over 190,000 
female Chinese deck passengers to Malaya.1 Many of these women were associated with 
the marriage resistance customs in Guangdong province. Nevertheless, this chapter deals 
mainly with Chinese female immigration in general on the understanding that the factors 
that facilitated the migratory flow of Chinese women in general would also have operated 
to facilitate autonomous Cantonese female emigration in particular.
'Blythe, Historical Sketch, p. 30.
5.1 China — Migration Policy and Its Effects
Overseas migration of the Chinese people was first accorded official recognition with 
the proclamation of legislation governing emigration by the Chinese government in 
Guangzhou on 9th of April, 1859. The primary purpose of the legislation was to make 
emigration a legal avenue for voluntary Chinese males in the coolie traffic. The 
legislation acted as a prevention policy against the unlawful practice of deceiving and 
kidnapping Chinese males for the highly profitable trade of indentured labour overseas.* 2 
However, there was no provision for Chinese women to emigrate in the company of their 
husbands or fathers who were labour emigrants. Conversely, the British office in 
Guangzhou (Canton) actively encouraged Chinese male emigrants to take their wives and 
children along with them to the colony of British West Indies. This had limited success 
because of traditional opposition by the Chinese government for women to emigrate 
overseas.
5.1.1 Peking Convention 1860
Pressing demands from foreign powers for greater access to the regulated system of 
indentured or credit ticket emigration resulted in a change of emigration policy by the 
Chinese imperial government. In a move largely designed to assuage the foreign powers, 
the Chinese concluded a joint treaty with the British and the French governments. The 
Convention of Peking, promulgated in 1860 by the Chinese imperial government, stated 
"...that Chinese, choosing to take service in the British Colonies or other ports beyond the 
sea, are at perfect liberty to .. ship themselves and their families on board any British 
vessel at any open ports of China."3 The Peking Convention signified a landmark decision 
for Chinese women who were for the very first time accorded the legal right to emigrate, 
though only as wives and dependants of the male emigrants. Although the British and the
:Prior to the immigration legislation, the Chinese labour brokers employed ways and means to 
either trick, coerce or torture Chmese males into indentured labour contracts overseas. See Persia Crawford
Campbell, Chinese Coolie Emigration to Countries within the British Empire, London: Frank Cass & Co. 
Ltd.,1971, pp. 117-8 (first edition, London. P.S. Kmg, 1923).
3Op. cit., p. 130 quoting Article 5 (British) Convention of Peking. The Spanish government also 
secured a similar treaty with the Chmese government in 1864.
French governments failed to ratify the treaty, it became the governing legislation of 
Chinese labour emigration henceforth. Subsequently, other agreements were drawn up by 
the Chinese government in 1866 and 1899 to protect the interests of Chinese subjects who 
returned from abroad.
The new Chinese migration legislation, however, produced little incentive for female 
migration. The British colonial office was first urged to foster the policy of encouraging 
“family migration” in 1854 with the intention of retaining the Chinese labour emigrants 
as permanent settlers rather than sojourners in the Straits Settlements.4 But owing to the 
reluctance of females to emigrate, there was little the British government could do. A 
number of legitimate reasons accounted for the lack of Chinese women's participation in 
overseas migration. First, there was no urgent need for the women to migrate as 
dependants of the male labour emigrants, because Chinese males usually left China as 
temporary labour migrants who had every intention to return to their families once they 
had accumulated some wealth or upon retirement. Siah U Chin, writing about the 
Chinese in Singapore, noted:
The labouring classes of people that emigrate to this Settlement are mostly very poor.
Originally they come with the intention of returning to their native land after a sojourn of 
3 or 4 years, but out of 10, only one to two individuals are able to return after that time, and 
when they do retire, they do not take with them much wealth ... The penods o f return are 
various; there are a great many who remain here upwards o f 10 and 20 years.5
A survey of 905 families in three emigrant communities of South China between 1922 
and 1923 revealed acute economic want as the main reason for 70 per cent of Chinese 
males migrating overseas.6 It was not surprising then, that almost all the impoverished, 
unskilled and illiterate Chinese males were recruited as indentured labour who could not 
afford to pay for their passages abroad, let alone to bring their families with them. As for
4Lim, “Chinese Female Immigration,” p. 76 and n. 133.
5R. N. Jackson, Immigrant Labour and the Development of Malaya, 1786-1920, Malaya: 
Government Press, 1961, p. 42, quoting from Journal o f the Indian Archipelago and East Asia, Singapore, 
1848, Vol. n,p. 283.
6Chen, Emigrant Communities, p. 260 (Table 26).
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the tribute labourers7 who could afford to pay their passages, they still had to repay the 
monetary advances forwarded to them by their fellow clansmen or relatives. Therefore, 
given the financial debts accrued upon arrival in a new country, most of the new 
immigrants known as sinkhehs8 were hardly in a position to support any dependants in the 
new environment.
Moreover, the Chinese authorities were reluctant to encourage female migration as they 
feared losing their hold over overseas Chinese whose remittances played a major role in 
the development of the domestic economy as well as an important source of foreign 
exchange. In short, overseas Chinese were major contributors of revenue for the Chinese 
government. Thus, the remaining family members of an emigrant household often acted 
as a safeguard against the risk of losing overseas Chinese, and hence their remittances, to 
foreign countries.
5.1.2 Legislation of Dual Nationality
Overseas migration was given a further impetus when the first Chinese nationality 
statute was enacted in 1909 by the Qing imperial government. The nationality legislation 
embodied both the doctrines of jus sanguinis or citizenship by parentage and descent, and 
jus soli or citizenship by place of birth.9 These provisions effectively cleared the way for 
overseas Chinese to acquire other foreign citizenships without relinquishing their Chinese 
nationality, as under international law each state has the legal right to determine the rules
7Tribute labourers refer to the new immigrants (sinkhehs) whose passages were paid in advance 
by clansmen, friends or relatives. Upon arrival in the receiving country, the sinkhehs were given a small 
monetary advance (by the pnvate individuals who paid their passages) to work on medium-sized holdings 
until they reaped returns. In a situation where the land does not yield any returns, they stopped work and 
turned their attention to other plots o f land. A tribute labourer is, therefore, different from an indentured 
labourer as the former works and sells his labour for people he can trust, whereas, the latter is an 'unpaid' 
passenger who was contracted (written or verbal agreement) by a broker to work as a coolie until the 
passage debts were paid off. The indenture contract is normally drawn up pnor to embarkment from the 
Chinese ports.
*Sinkheh literally meant “new [labour] emigrant” is a term in Hokkien dialect.
9Hsia Tao-tai and Kathryn A. Haun, Peking's Policy toward Dual Nationality o f Overseas 
Chinese: A Survey o f Its Development, Washington: Library of Congress, Law Library, 1976, p. 12.
governing its citizenship, and such determination was generally accepted by others.10 This 
ruling was retained even after the Qing government ceased to be in power after 1911. In 
1929, the Republican government promulgated its Nationality Law but its provisions were 
essentially identical to the 1909 legislation insofar as the formulation of dual nationality 
for overseas Chinese was concerned.
The possibility of dual citizenship paved the way for overseas Chinese to reside outside 
China without the risk of compromising their Chinese nationality. The fact that the 
Nationality Law co-existed in harmony with the Chinese marriage law that permitted the 
practice of polygamy, meant Chinese immigrants had the liberty to marry non-Chinese 
women and yet maintain Chinese nationality for their children. This tended to discourage 
emigration of married women because male labour migrants were less inclined to bring 
their Chinese wives to the receiving countries. On the other hand, autonomous female 
emigrants could migrate permanently without the fear of losing their Chinese identity. 
This was one of the reasons that explained the increasing flow of female migrants to 
Malaya after 1909.
5.2 Effects of Anti-Chinese Policy in the West
The increasingly anti-Chinese policy adopted by industrialized Western nations by the 
end of the nineteenth century, had the effect of redirecting the migration traffic towards 
newly colonized nations in the Southeast Asia region. The Chinese threat was seen to lie 
in their formidable numbers and their willingness to toil, adapt, compete and accumulate 
wealth. These characteristics ultimately resulted in them being perceived as potential 
possessors of the land that had initially welcomed their contribution of labour. The United 
States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, the mid-nineteenth century destinations for 
Chinese labour migrants, all implemented closed door policies against Chinese 
immigration in the 1890s.11 In the United States and Canada, where the discovery of gold
,(lbid.,p. 13.
"In the British territories of Australia and New Zealand, the application o f a written test in the 
English language by dictation or the penalty o f poll tax payment o f one hundred pounds, made it almost 
impossible for any Chinese labour migrant to enter these countries, save for a few merchants and students. 
Harley F. MacNair, The Chinese Abroad: Their Positions and Protection, A Study in International Law
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and coal mines had attracted Chinese labour to emigrate in large numbers, the Chinese 
Exclusion Acts applied to "all subjects of China and Chinese, whether subjects of China 
or any other foreign power".12 It was, however, rigidly applied to Chinese labour migrants 
in particular.13 The application of the Chinese exclusion law was further extended to 
cover the Sandwich (Hawaiian) and the Philippines Islands in 1900 and 1902 respectively.
Thus, the Chinese labour migrants now focused their migration routes toward Malaya, 
the Netherland Indies, Thailand, and Vietnam, where the machinery of economic 
development had ensured a constant demand for imported labour. In this regard, the 
Chinese exclusion law had long term implications on the migratory trends of Chinese 
females because their migration patterns followed closely those of the Chinese male 
labour migrants. It partially explained the steady flow of female emigrants into Malaya 
since early this century.
5.3 Malaya -- The Characteristics of Chinese Immigrant Communities
The historical continuity of Chinese interests in the Straits Settlements since the 
British established the settlement colonies of Penang and Singapore as “free trade 
entrepots”, is important in understanding the flow of Chinese female migration. The 
attraction of trading ports with no tax or duties, the safety of British rule, and plenty of 
opportunities to harvest money on cheap land ensured a regular traffic of immigrants 
between China and the Straits Settlements. The first commercial and labouring 
communities in the Straits Settlements were mainly Chinese and Indians. The Chinese 
dominated the cultivation of agricultural crops such as pepper, gambier,14 spice and sugar 
cane, although the cultivation and manufacturing o f sugar was later taken over by
and Relations, Shanghai The Commercial Press Ltd., 1933, pp. 70-3.
12Ibid., p. 176, n. 5. This Act did not apply to the diplomatic corps o f the Chinese government 
and their household members.
13Any Chinese non-labour immigrant, who contributed direct manual labour at any one occasion 
or temporarily, i.e. a restaurant proprietor who also acted as the restaurant cook was liable to be re­
classified as a labourer and thus, subjected to deportation under the Chinese Exclusion Act. For cases tried 
under this ruling, see ibid., pp. 180-2.
14Gambier was used for tanning leather, to dye silk and as a condiment accompanying the chewing
of betel.
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European planters and Indian labourers. It was, however, the tin mining and rubber 
industries that attracted the largest numbers o f Chinese labour emigrants to Malaya.
Malaya, in the midst o f economic and infrastructure development in the nineteenth 
century, greatly benefited from the Chinese emigration in the form of coolie traffic. Poor, 
illiterate and unskilled Chinese labour was imported to work in tin mines, rubber 
plantations and public works sectors such as roads, railways and trading ports.15 The 
inducement of hundreds of thousands of Chinese coolies into the Malayan economy 
resulted in a vast preponderance of males and very few females. The very small numbers 
of Chinese women immigrants in Malaya comprised mainly of wives and daughters of the 
male immigrants, and single young women who were mostly prostitutes. In 1891, there 
were 100,446 Chinese males and 21,462 Chinese females with a ratio o f male to female 
about five to one.16 The main feature of the Chinese emigrant community in Malaya was 
the unbalanced sex ratio that persisted throughout the late nineteenth century and the first 
decade of this century.
The preponderance of Chinese males and the highly transient nature of the immigrant 
community were believed to be the cause of much social strife in society. The period 
between the 1860s and 1880s posed serious problems for law enforcement as many 
Chinese coolies absconded from employment sites, the practice of crimping17 became
'"These works were allocated to the Chinese labour emigrants primarily because the indigenous 
Malays were mainly occupied in the protected occupation of farming nee fields, and the Indian labour 
emigrants were concentrated in European agricultural plantations. English-educated Indian emigrants and 
local-bom Chinese affluent m the English language, worked in subordinate positions in the colonial public 
service.
16Maurice Freedman, Chinese Family and Marriage in Singapore, London: HMSO, 1957, p. 25.
17The word “crimping” was first used in the 17th century and it referred to the practice of 
entrapping adult males for service in the army or navy. See The Concise Oxford Dictionary. In the context 
o f immigrant labour, however, crimping referred to the practice whereby indentured labourers were lured 
mto abandoning their present contractual employment and took up employment elsewhere. The Crimping 
Ordinance (No. HI of 1877) was introduced to protect the interests o f European planters. It imposed 
penalties on any person who induced any indentured labourer to leave his present employment for work 
elsewhere, and anyone who harboured or employed a deserter. This legislative measure was taken to curtail 
the number of contracted Chinese labourers leaving the Straits Settlements for the tobacco plantations in 
Sumatra. Blythe, Historical Sketch, p 10.
widespread, and sporadic fights between rival secret societies escalated into civil wars on 
mining establishments. Individuals and government officials identified the absence of 
wives and families as the leading cause of Chinese socio-economic discontent. 
J.D. Vaughan, in the 1870s, believed that the very presence of Chinese women would help,
“... to prevent, if for no other reason, the fearful crimes that prevailed amongst the Chinese 
in consequence of paucity of females ... the introduction o f women would materially 
conduce to the peacefulness of the colony. The Chinese are naturally domesticated, and 
would, surrounded by their wives and children, seek to maintain order and peace; and would 
not be easily roused as they are now with no ties to restrain them ...” 18
Women were perceived to exercise some form of moderating influence on the male 
community as the presence of wives and children would influence the immigrant labour 
force to be more domiciled and less agitated.
The problem of gender disparity in the Chinese immigrant community first received 
serious official attention when the Straits Settlements government established a Chinese 
Protectorate in Singapore in 1877. The main functions of the Chinese Protectorate were 
to encourage the immigration of females from “respectable classes”, to prevent the abuse 
of the immigration system and the suppression of secret societies' control over new 
immigrants. The Chinese Protectorate was also empowered with greater jurisdiction over 
the protection and welfare of female immigrants through the legislation of "The Protection 
of Women and Girls Ordinance" of 1887. These legislative measures helped to promote 
a steady flow of female immigrants as the figures for new female immigrants to the Straits 
Settlements increased from 3,146 in 1880 to 7,126 in 1891, and further to 12,329 in 
1900.19
The very first few women who emigrated to Malaya were either wives or dependants 
of mostly rich Hokkien immigrants from Amoy. The failure of a civil uprising by Chinese 
rebels in Amoy in 1854 also resulted in many Hokkien immigrants' decision to bring their 
families to Malaya, out of fear of reprisals from the Chinese Imperial government for their 
roles in supporting the rebels. Cantonese female emigrants first arrived in Malaya via
18J. D. Vaughan, The Manners and Customs of the Chinese of the Straits Settlements, Singapore: 
Oxford University Press, 1971, p. 8 (first edition, 1879).
^Annual Reports Chinese Protectorate, Straits Settlements, 1880, 1891 and 1900.
Hong Kong in the second half of the nineteenth century. After Hong Kong was ceded to 
the British government in 1842, Cantonese women emigrated in large numbers to Hong 
Kong, partly because of the close proximity of Canton and the newly acquired British 
colony, and partly drawn by the flourishing Cantonese male labour immigrant communi­
ties. Cantonese women formed the largest female populace in Hong Kong, many 
reportedly involved in clandestine prostitution or domestic slavery.20 The migration 
pattem of Cantonese women to Malaya followed closely that of Hong Kong. The gender 
disparity in the Chinese immigrant communities together with the legalization of brothels 
had lured voluntary Chinese prostitutes to Malaya. Other female immigrants were forced 
into prostitution.21 Some had been sold into debt-slavery. Most of the female immigrants 
involved in the prostitution trade were Cantonese and Teochiu women. Other factors such 
as rapid economic growth and a pro-active female migration policy administered by the 
colonial government had immense consequences on the make-up and migratory flow of 
Chinese females as well.
5.4 Economic Changes
It was the sustained expansion of tin mining in the Malay states of Perak and Selangor 
in the peninsula led to the very large influx of Chinese labour immigrants in the 1880s. 
The early dominance by Chinese in the tin industry ensured that by 1891, there were 
95,277 and 50,844 Chinese in the Federated Malay States (F.M.S) of Perak and Selangor 
respectively.22 Approximately nine out of ten Chinese were miners in the F.M.S23 The
20In 1876, there were about 81,000 men and 25,000 women in Hong Kong, and many of the 
Cantonese women were believed to be involved m the thriving trade of prostitution. Gaw, Superior 
Servant, p. 75.
21 Julian Lim suggests that there were three forms of prostitution among the Chinese female 
immigrants in Malaya, namely, sold prostitutes, pawned prostitutes and voluntary prostitutes. See Julian 
Lim, "Social Problems,” pp. 101-9; and for a social history of prostitution o f Chinese and Japanese women 
in colonial Singapore, see James F. Warren, Ah-ku and Karayuki-san: Prostitution in Singapore, 1870- 
1940, Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1993.
22Jackson, Immigrant Labour, p. 37.
^Figures were based on the Chinese population in the tin mining area o f Larut, Perak. Ibid., p. 39.
majority were Cantonese and Hakka immigrants.24 It is unknown when the Chinese 
women first entered mining employment due to the paucity of data available on female 
labour. However, the number of dulang (pan washing) passes issued by the colonial 
government clearly indicated an increase in the participation rate of female workers in the 
tin mining industry, since the task of pan washing the tin ore was exclusively undertaken 
by women. A total of 8,278 dulang passes were issued in 1909 and the figure increased 
to 12,867 in 1920.25 The Chinese female labour force in mining included the wives o f 
miners, especially the old coolies,26 and single women working individually or in groups. 
Lai concluded that the latter group of tin workers were Hakka and Sanshui women from 
which the anti-marriage groups in south China were also recruited.27
It was not surprising that a significant proportion of Hakka females were indeed 
unmarried women and this was supported by the figures produced in Kaye’s survey of 
1,608 Chinese household members who lived in Upper Nankin Street, Singapore, in the 
late 1950s. The survey revealed that 35 per cent of the 328 Sanshui female respondents 
were spinsters, while 39 per cent were widows; and 54 per cent of 146 Hakka female 
respondents were spinsters and only 10 per cent were widows.28 However, it may be 
misleading to suggest that the unmarried Sanshui tin workers were mainly sworn spinsters 
associated with the Cantonese anti-marriage movement, because there was evidence of any 
activities fashioned along the lines of sisterhood or spinsterhood ties in the tin mining 
region. Moreover, Sanshui county was never a locality specifically identified with the
24The miners were mainly indentured labourers controlled by different camps of Chinese secret 
societies. In Perak, the Cantonese miners belonged to the Ghee Hin secret society while the Hakkas were 
members of the Hai San secret society. Gang rivalry and the collusion o f economic interests associated 
with nval Malay rulers often caused the breakout of civil wars between these two groups. This resulted in 
the British intervention m Perak and Selangor in 1874.
2Tbid., p. 146.
26The old coolies or laukheh were usually indentured labourers who had worked in Malaya before 
returning to China to get mamed. When they came back to Malaya, they often brought along their wives 
and families.
27Lai, Peasants, Proletarians, and Prostitutes, p. 56.
28Kaye, Upper Nankin Street, pp. 183-84 (see Table 181). Kaye did not disclose the age range 
used m determining the marital status of his female respondents. The Sanshui and Hakka women mcluded 
both the immigrants and local bom women, and 49 per cent of the female respondents in Kaye’s survey 
were immigrants while the remainder were local bom women.
Guangdong anti-marriage movement and very few villages were receptive to the marriage 
resistance customs. It is very likely that these unattached Sanshui female tin workers were 
in fact women who chose to remain unwed without necessarily being avowed spinsters.
The rubber boom of 1909 and 1910 together with the abolition of the indenture system 
for Indian labour in Malaya led European plantation owners to consider recruiting labour 
from South China instead. The system of recruitment for Chinese indentured labour was 
permitted to continue temporarily in the estates due to keen demand for substitute 
labourers and the rapid expansion of plantation rubber in Malaya due to rising rubber 
prices and increasing international market demand. It was, however, the vacuum created 
in the supply of foreign labour, when the government of India passed a new ruling 
restricting the migration of Indians from March 1923 onwards, that resulted in the increase 
of Chinese female labour immigrants between 1926 to 1930. Previously, emigration of 
Indian subjects to the Straits Settlements had been free of all restrictions, and the Indian 
Emigration Act severely undermined the continuous supply of labour, particularly with the 
recovery o f the rubber industry in the Federated Malay States. Consequently, more 
Chinese females were recruited to work on European owned rubber estates which had 
previously relied mainly on Indian female immigrants for the skilled job of rubber tapping. 
Moreover, the employment of female labour was cheaper than that of the male labour. 
Chinese female immigrants thus provided a lucrative alternative to the male immigrants 
which maintained wages at a profitable level. Cantonese and Hakka women were 
extensively employed as female labour on estates.
Although the average price of rubber fluctuated between the years 1924 to 1929, the 
migration of Chinese females rose steadily. Chinese women were mainly employed as 
casual contract workers on rubber estates or as unpaid labour in family owned rubber 
smallholdings. In general, the Chinese female participation in the rubber estate labour 
force increased from 20 per cent in 1930 to about 46 per cent in 1953.29
^Charles Gamba, The Origins of Trade Unionism in Malaya: A Study of Colonial Labour Unrest, 
Singapore: D. Moore for Eastern Universities Press Ltd., 1962, pp. 250-1.
5.5 Government Policies and Female Immigration Trends
Apart from the rapid economic development in Malaya, a series o f policies aimed at 
tightening the Chinese labour migration also had the effect of encouraging more Chinese 
females to migrate in the place of their male counterparts. The periods between the two 
World Wars signalled the beginning of regulation of labour immigration in order to 
alleviate stress and unemployment levels in the migrant communities. For the first time, 
importation of labour from Southern India and China was prohibited temporarily after the 
economy experienced a slump in the export sectors. At the advent of World War I, 
voluntary and enforced repatriation programmes were then put into motion. The result 
was that the numbers of Chinese male immigrants repatriated by the colony in 1914 and 
1915 were 12,222 and 1,100 respectively, of whom about half came from the Malay states. 
War and a downturn in economic conditions, especially in tin mining and rubber 
production, dictated the immigration restriction policy just as economic prosperity had 
earlier spurred a rush for foreign labour. The number of Chinese female arrivals in Malaya 
also fell between 1914 and 1915 as the uncertain political climate and economic slump 
discouraged them from emigrating.
At the same time, favourable industrial growth in China served to deter many women 
from migrating overseas. The growth of Chinese-owned textile factories during World 
War I, when foreign powers were otherwise engaged, created many employment 
opportunities for the unskilled peasant and urban women in the treaty ports of Shanghai, 
Canton, Tientsin and Hankow. 30 Female labourers were then very much in demand as they 
formed the backbone of the thriving cotton and silk manufacturing industries in the 
Yangtze Valley and the Pearl River Delta.
With the end of the First World War and the recovery of the rubber industry, there was 
a greater influx of Chinese female immigrants into the Straits Settlements from 1921 to 
1930 than in any previous period (see Appendix A). The only departure from this pattern 
was 1922 when the Chinese emigration for both male and female dropped drastically to 
barely 50 per cent of that in the preceding year. First, a seamen's union strike in the port
^Croll, Feminism, p. 102.
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of Hong Kong that prevented ships from sailing to the Straits Settlements for a few 
weeks.31 Then an outbreak of a plague epidemic in China resulted in the imposition of 
quarantine against the plague for Chinese immigrant arrivals from Hong Kong.32 The 
quarantine measure was enforced by the Malayan colonial government from April to June 
1922 with the quarantine expenses met by shipping companies. As a result passage rates 
from Hong Kong to Malaya increased substantially as shipping companies hedged against 
the additional expenses involved in quarantine, and the number of immigrant passengers 
fell.
After this brief setback, Chinese female immigration continued to gather momentum 
into the 1920s with more than 425,000 arrivals in the Straits Settlements between 1921 
and 1930. Several factors accounted for the huge surge in female migration. One of the 
leading factors was the low rates for deck passengers from the ports of Amoy and Swatow 
that prevailed for several years, and the fall to normal of the rate of foreign exchange on 
remittances to China. 33 Many old coolies or laukhehs took advantage of the low passenger 
fares to bring their wives, family members and relatives to Malaya. The secret societies, 
in conjunction with ticket brokers also took the opportunity presented by the lowly priced 
passage to recruit large numbers o f single Chinese women to work in the numerous 
brothels and bars in large urban cities such as Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Penang and Ipoh 
where the immigrant communities were predominantly Chinese. For some Cantonese 
females who emigrated “voluntarily” in order to escape from intolerable marriages, 
prostitution remained as one of the enticing means of securing income. However, it was 
very unlikely that the spinsters and bridedaughters sold their sexual services because most 
of them tried to avoid sexual contact with men. Moreover, some of these women were 
reportedly homosexuals.34 This does not suggest that these women were virtually excluded
31 Address by His Excellency the Governor to Members of the Legislative Council at a meeting 
held on the 23rd day of Oct., 1922 (Item No. 75), in Straits Settlements Legislative Council Proceedings 
(SSLCP).
32Ibid.
33Address by His Excellency the Governor to Members o f the Legislative Council at a meeting 
held on 31st Oct., 1921 (Item No. 35), in SSLCP.
^ e e  Sankar, “Sisters and Brothers,” and Jaschok, "Pattem and Choice,”.
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from prostitution, but rather the number of those involved in prostitution was negligible 
until further study can prove otherwise.
The rise in the number of Chinese female immigrants was also partly attributed to 
increasing numbers of Hailam female immigrants who emigrated after 1924. Prior to 
1924, Hailam women were strictly forbidden by the local authority to emigrate overseas 
(though few did so). Thereafter, there was a marked improvement in the sex ratio of the 
Hailam community in Malaya with an apparent five fold increase in the female population 
in a ten year period from 1921 to 1931.35 There was also a marked increase in the number 
of Hakka female immigrants with the Hakka population in Malaya growing to 211,906 in 
1931 as compared with 152,188 in 1921 (see Table 3).36 The decline of passage rates from 
the port of Swatow, where most Hakka emigrants embarked on their journey to Malaya, 
was one of the leading factors that encouraged more Hakka females to emigrate.37
Table 3 - Percentage Increase of Chinese in Malaya
D ialect/ Tribe Group 1921-1931 (% ) 1931-1947 (% )
Hokkien 42.1 53.6
C antonese 25.9 53.7
H akka 46.1 37.4
Teochew 60.5 74.5
Hailam 30.1 61.6
All Chinese 45.5 53.4
Source: 1947 Malaya Population Census Report
The sex ratio in the case of non-Malaya bom Chinese improved from 271 females per 
1,000 males in 1921 and rising to 368 females per 1,000 males in 1931.38 The overall
,sThe Hailam male population recorded only a slight increase from 65,883 to 85,058 m the ten 
year period between 1921 to 1931. Vlieland, British Malaya, Paragraph No. 288, p. 11.
^Ibid., Paragraph No. 286.
37In 1922, the passage rates from Swatow declined from $16 to $10 per person and die low rates 
persisted for the next few years due to intense competition from other ports. Address by His Excellency 
the Governor to Members of the Legislative Council at a meeting held on the 23rd day of Oct., 1922 (Item 
No. 75), in SSLCP.
380p.cit, Paragraph No. 192, p. 52.
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gender ratio in the Malayan Chinese community increased from 384 females per 1,000 
males in 1921 to 513 females per 1,000 males in 1931 (see Table 4).39
Table 4 - Sex Ratio of Main Ethnic Divisions in Malaya.
Ethnic D ivision
Fem ales per 1,000 M ales
1921 1931
M alays* 956.9 970.7
Chinese 384.1 512.6
Indians 405.9 482.1
Europeans 488.3 536.0
Eurasians 1,029.0 1,029.5
Others 896.7 764.7
All Ethnicity 628.8 688.0
Note: ^Denotes other indigenous ethnic groups of the Malay Peninsula and Achipelago.
Source. Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Malaya, London: Oxford University Press, 1948, Appendix IV.
5.5.1 Immigration Restrictions
By 1928, adverse economic conditions had began to undermine employment 
opportunities previously created by the tin mining and rubber industries. Tin production 
had levelled off by the early 1920s and had prompted many miners to move out o f the 
industry into other ventures. The introduction of the competitively priced synthetic rubber 
by the United States into the international market resulted in a plunge in the prices of 
forestry rubber and severely affected the production of rubber in Malaya. However, this 
failed to stem the tide of Chinese arrivals who fled from the internal political turmoil and 
the onset of economic upheavals that besieged their home country. The Governor o f the 
Straits Settlements pointed out the implications of this disturbing trend of male migration 
in his address to the Legislative Council on 10 October, 1927:
"Of late disturbed conditions of their native land [China] has tended to stimulate artificially 
this tide of immigration... It also had the effect of changing to some extent die character of 
a proportion of the Chinese immigrants, a certain number who reach diese shores being not
39Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Malaya, London: Oxford University Press, 1948, Appendix IV.
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honest labourers genuinely in search of work, but men of a criminal type whom recent 
events in their own country have inured to violence and have enamoured of disorder..."40
It was not uncommon for Chinese political refugees to seek refuge in Malaya41 and it was 
likely that a small number of them brought their dependants, usually wives and children, 
along with them perhaps due to fear of political retribution upon remaining family 
members in China. This was another factor in accounting for the increase in female 
arrivals, many of whom came with their family members to the Straits Settlements from 
1926 to 1930.
In Malaya, the rise of Chinese nationalism divided and mobilised the community into 
various revolutionary organizations aligned to different political interests in China, mainly 
the Kuomintang and Communist parties. Moreover, there were considerable anti-British, 
anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist sentiments in the Chinese nationalism propagated in 
China as well as Malaya. These were the considerations that influenced the Malayan 
government in its decision to enact the Immigration Restriction Ordinance in the Straits 
Settlements in 1928. The enactment empowered the government to place stringent control 
on the entrance of migrants so that the undesirables would be excluded. It also helped to 
regulate the migration traffic whenever unemployment, economic distress or public peace 
was threatened.42
5.5.2 Aliens Ordinance 1932
This law was, however, not implemented till two years later when a monthly quota for 
adult male Chinese immigrant labourers was imposed from August 1,1930 for consecutive
40 Address by His Excellency the Governor to Members o f the Legislative Council at a meeting 
held on 10th Oct., 1927, m SSLCP.
4lFrom 1905 to 1909, Singapore was a haven for prominent Chinese political refugees such as Dr 
Sun Yat-sen, Wang Ching-wei and Hu Han-min. Dr Sun remained m Penang during 1910 and part of 
1911, where he made appeals for funds to finance political uprising? against the Manchu government in 
Canton. He later left for Europe and then America, where he stayed until the 1911 Revolution succeeded 
m overthrowing the Manchu dynasty m China. Op.cit., pp. 155-6.
42Saw Swee-Hock and Cheng Siok-Hwa, "Migration Policies in Malaya and Singapore," Review 
o f Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. I, No. 3, 1971, p. 56.
three month periods until the end of 1932.43 By then, the World Depression had set in and 
unemployment had reached serious proportions, especially among the Chinese male 
immigrants who represented the largest labour immigrant community in Malaya. The 
government repatriated thousands of voluntary Chinese immigrants and some families 
sent their wives and children back to China.44 Stricter measures were reinforced by the 
government on all alien immigrants when the Immigration Restriction Ordinance was 
replaced by the Straits Settlements’ Aliens Ordinance, 1932, which came into force from 
January 1, 1933. An alien was defined as any person who was not a British subject or 
subject of a British protected state. Initially, the quota for male immigrants was fixed at 
1,000 monthly. Thereafter, the figures varied between 6,000 and 500 monthly depending 
on the economic climate.
An immediate result of the quota system was an increase in the cost o f passages for 
Chinese male immigrants as shipping companies and ticket brokers tried to compensate 
for the scaling down of migration business. There was also increased competition for the 
limited places allocated to adult male emigrants as few permits were issued by the 
Malayan government for the purpose of importing labourers. However, children over the 
age of twelve years and women, as well as residents from Netherlands East Indies, were 
exempted from the quota system effective from April 1, 1934.45 This exemption of 
women in particular, prompted shipping agents in conjunction with the ticket brokers at 
Chinese and Hong Kong ports to encourage women to emigrate in large numbers. Chinese 
ticket brokers refused to sell quota tickets unless ticket agencies and lodging houses 
bought three or four non-quota tickets in return for each quota ticket. The passages for 
women and children were much cheaper as they were outside the quota. This encouraged 
more women to emigrate and the proportions of Chinese female immigrants increased 
relative to the men between 1934 and 1938, although Chinese male immigrants still 
outnumbered the female immigrants.
4,An “adult” only applied to those who aged 14 years and above.
^For example, Vlieland believed that the sex ratio for the Hailam community could be further 
improved if not for Hailam married men who sent their wives back to China between 1929 and 1930 
because of adverse economic conditions in Malaya. Vlieland, British Malaya, Paragraph No. 289, p. 82.
45Notification No. 612 - The Aliens Ordinance, 1932, in the Straits Settlements Gazette No. 27 
of 23rd March, 1934 [No. 288/33],
Women who emigrated during the period between 1933 and May 1938 were mostly 
Cantonese peasants from Quangdong province, with a large number drawn from the silk 
counties of Shunde and Dongguan. This led Blythe to observe of these women:
“Their ages ranged between 18 and 40 years and they invariably claimed to be widows.
There can be little doubt that in some cases the old custom of the husband emigrating and 
sending money back to China for the support of his wife and family were reversed — the 
wife emigrating to earn money for the husband and family in China. In the five years of 
1934 to 1938, there was a migrational gain of over 190,000 female Chinese deck passengers.
The majority of these women were peasant women, workers who have entered the rubber 
and tin industries, the building industry and factories.”46 
Blythe was undoubtedly correct in his assumption that economic necessity was a prime 
reason for Chinese women to emigrate in the place of men since the migration of male 
labourers was severely restricted by the imposition of the quota system in Malaya. Indeed, 
the bulk of Cantonese female migrants came to eam money for their families and regularly 
sent remittances to China. Blythe's explanation, however, that some wives came to 
Malaya for the purpose of earning their livelihoods in the place of their husbands who had 
previously worked overseas, risks oversimplification. Married Chinese women were 
customarily forbidden to take leave from their families without the presence of their 
husbands, let alone to emigrate overseas on their own even in dire economic circum­
stances. An alternative explanation would be the Chinese wives, who emigrated because 
of unhappy marriages or some form of domestic disputes with family members, especially 
with the mothers-in law, and therefore, were compelled to work in order to support 
themselves in a new country. This aptly described the situation experienced by Cantonese 
female immigrants from Zhongshan and Sanshui counties; the latter commonly found 
work in construction and building sites. They constituted a minority group since an 
overwhelming number of Cantonese female immigrants were spinsters or bridedaughters 
who identified themselves as single women, and widows.
Apart from the imposition of the Aliens Ordinance, the enforcement of stricter 
legislative measures to protect female immigrants from the abuse of the immigration 
system also helped to encourage more Chinese women from "socially acceptable classes"
^Blythe, Historical Sketch, pp. 29-30.
to voluntarily emigrate to Malaya. The abolition of officially recognised brothels in 1929 
followed by the enactment of the Women and Girls Protection Ordinance in 1930, and the 
registration of every mui tsai under the Mui Tsai Ordinance in 1933, decreased the 
likelihood of Chinese females being imported for immoral purposes and servitude 
bondage. In addition, the Straits Settlements immigration authorities were empowered by 
the Aliens Ordinance to refuse entry to any woman from China suspected of being a 
prostitute or a person living on the earnings of prostitution.47
The reforms to various policies had the effect of crippling the system of credit ticketing 
due to the increasing costs of overseas labour recruitment. A new feature in Chinese 
migration was that passages had to be paid by either the migrants themselves or through 
relatives who sponsored them before entering Malaya. The result was also a change in the 
composition of immigrants, as voluntary emigration was actively encouraged. There was 
an increasing tendency for female migrants from Quangdong province to travel overseas 
with the assistance of sui haak or courier-agents. Most of the female immigrants found 
jobs in Malaya through the sui haak, who recommended them to jobs normally dominated 
by particular dialect-speech groups. The sui haak were largely responsible for bringing 
autonomous women emigrants to Malaya in the 1920s and 1930s.
5.6 The Role of Sui Haak in Migration Passage
Sui haak literally means "water guest". A sui haak was a Chinese former recruit who 
had substantial knowledge of a country or region overseas. Sui haaks or courier-agents 
usually had a close working relation with the inn keepers at the ports in China, Hong Kong 
and around Southeast Asian region.48 Inns or lodging houses sold passage tickets they 
obtained from shipping brokers to the courier-agents for a profit of three or four dollars 
on each ticket. They also debited rent for accommodation provided for new emigrants to 
the courier-agents. In return, the courier-agents sold the tickets and travelling accommoda­
tion to emigrants for a tidy profit which enabled them to settle their bills and accrued
^Notification No. 612 - The Aliens Ordinance, 1932, in the Straits Settlements Gazette No. 27 
of 23rd March, 1934 [No. 288/33],
48Recruiter-couner also refers to “sui haak” as in George L. Hicks (ed ), Overseas Chinese 
Remittances from Southeast Asia. 1910-1940, Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 31.
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interests with the inns later, depending on the arrangements with the inns. Cantonese 
women who decided to emigrate on their own usually engaged the services of courier- 
agents to assist them with their travelling arrangements, accommodation and financial 
loans on certain occasions.
The fact that courier-agents usually came from the same village or clan group as the 
potential migrants put them in a favourable and trusted role as migration brokers. For 
many of these female emigrants who did not have the advantage of established familial 
networks overseas, the sui haak represented a crucial link to the new country where they 
planned to go. In the words of a Cantonese female emigrant:
“I left my village at the age of 26... People migrate when they are attracted by foreign 
places, like nowadays many people want to go to Canada and Hong Kong. But very few 
from my village did this. There must be a link before people will migrate... People do not 
migrate without first knowing someone in the place where they go.”49 
Apart from lone emigrants, women from the same village who wanted to emigrate together 
also sought the professional services of sui haak. Lau Siew Yong, a Cantonese domestic 
amah in Singapore, recalled her migration experience as follows:
“I contacted a sui haak who came from my village and came [to Smgapore] with him and 
other chi mui [sister] from my village. I paid him ten dollars. We first travelled from Canton 
to Hong Kong and then proceeded from there to Singapore The passage fare was about 
thirty dollars and it included food. The journey took about four to five days.”50
From the above accounts, it is difficult to gauge which migrants travelled in the company 
of sui haak to Malaya. However, it is possible to establish some general rules regarding 
female migration passage and the engagement of sui haak in travelling arrangements.
First, a lone female migrant was more likely to emigrate in the company of a sw haak 
for convenience purposes. Another reason was that of safety, since the sui haak usually 
came from the same village as the woman. This did not imply that all courier-agents were 
trustworthy but the illegal or criminal activities of human trafficking had been signifi­
cantly reduced due to the enforcement of stricter immigration regulations since 1930 with 
the abolition of brothels and the introduction of Mui Tsai Ordinance in 1933. Second,
49Quoted from interview conducted by Sankar with Jing Yih Sifu between 1975 and 1976 at a 
vegetarian hall m Hong Kong. Sankar, "Spinster Sisterhoods,” pp. 60-1.
' ^ Quoted from Gaw, Superior Servants, p.83.
women migrants who had no overseas contacts outside China were also more likely to 
engage the professional services of sui haaks. They usually found employment in a new 
country through recommendations made by the sui haak to the headman/foreman known 
as "kepala"51 of factories, plantations or other establishments. As for the job of domestic 
servants, the courier-agents often knew of existing vacancies and directed female migrants 
to those households. In many cases, the courier-agent acted as the "eyes and ears" for 
employers on the lookout for workers. Third, women who travelled in the company of 
their husbands, family members or a female relative/friend were less inclined to enlist the 
services of sui haaks.
The few exceptions to the rules were women who migrated on their own either as 
married women or widows without the company of courier-agents. In most cases, these 
women had endured many hardships prior to migrating and the journey to new places did 
little to intimidate their self-reliant spirits. Sui haaks also served as couriers of letters, 
remittances or goods to families of overseas Chinese on their return trips to China. They 
also brought back Chinese goods and merchandise to sell to the immigrant community on 
their return trips from China. But most importantly were the professional services they 
rendered as a trusted guide, travelling compamon and job informant. They were indirectly 
responsible for bringing a great many single female migrants in search of job opportunities 
to Malaya.
5.7 Conclusion
The liberal immigration policy governing Chinese female immigrants came to an end 
in January 1938 when the government extended its quota system to cover the number of 
female arrivals to Malaya as well. Initially 3,000 Chinese female immigrants were 
allowed entry into Malaya but by April 1938, that figure was reduced to only 500 a month. 
Immigration cut-backs were necessary in view of the increasing tendency for women 
immigrants to seek factory and agricultural employment.52 The unexpected huge influx
51 "Kepala” is a Malay word that literally meant “head”. In this context, the colloquial usage of 
“kepala” referred to a leader in a workplace.
'2 Joyce Ee, "Chinese Migration to Singapore, 1896-1941," Journal o f Southeast Asian History, 
March 1961, Vol. 2, No. 1, p. 44.
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of Chinese female immigrants in the 1920s and 1930s gave the government reasonable 
grounds to believe that the problem of unemployment among women was certain to arise 
unless immediate measures were taken to control the female immigration intake as well. 
Thus concern over female unemployment was realized when the international restriction 
on rubber, which began in 1934, severely curtailed the production of rubber and resulted 
in the closure of many resin factories that employed a large workforce of Chinese female 
immigrants by the late 1930s. The Cantonese female emigrants affected by the rubber 
slump moved to other employment sectors. Female immigrants from Sanshui county who 
had previously worked in factories, went on to work in construction sites as earth carriers. 
Single women (mainly sworn spinsters) and the bridedaughters sought paid domestic 
employment in large cities such as Singapore, Penang, Ipoh and Kuala Lumpur.
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A landing permit issued to a Chinese immigrant after the implementation of the Aliens 
Ordinance, 1932.
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Chapter 6: Strategies for Living Without Families
Two of the most common yet important support pillars in the lives of the zishunu and 
bu/uojia (described in Chapter 2) were female companionship and mutual cooperation 
among the chi mui. The importance of these support mechanisms increased when the 
women found themselves separated from their social, cultural and economic roots due to 
autonomous emigration. These women were deprived and displaced from the support of 
their families, lineages and the social system that they were accustomed to in their 
villages. This gave them a greater need to make their marital status tenable in Malaya. 
In this context, the sisterhood bonds were essential in sustaining the commitment and 
identity among these women. Since adolescence, sisterhood had been partially responsible 
in helping some women to resist marriage and others to delay cohabitation with their 
husbands, and to find employment. A few immigrant women were able to transplant many 
of the social practices and beliefs intimately associated with the custom of marriage 
resistance by setting up institutions that were organized along the lines of religious 
interests, ideology and socio-cultural practices that were popular in their home areas; 
others joined as members.
The majority of the Cantonese women chose to join larger mutual support associations 
or smaller ones that belonged to members of their own sisterhoods, which offered them 
social legitimacy and supported their singular lifestyles. The institutions such as coolie 
hostels, sister houses and associations and vegetarian halls were first established in the 
mid-1950s in Singapore, but continued to mould the lives of many immigrant spinsters 
well into the 1960s and early 1970s. An integral institution established for the benefit for 
immigrant spinsters was the zhai tang or vegetarian hall. Women joined the vegetarian 
halls for the pragmatic purposes of providing mutual financial security for old age and 
performing ancestoral rites for their members after death. Sometimes a wage-earning 
zishunu would adopt young girls, a practice known to Quangdong marriage resistance 
areas, for reasons of social security and companionship. The desires for financial, 
emotional, social and spiritual security were, therefore, expressed in the memberships o f 
various associations and adopting daughters to care for them in old age.
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6.1 The Need for Financial, Emotional and Social Security
Practically all autonomous female immigrants had some intention of returning to their 
homeland after their retirement from work, but for many, the decisive Communist victory 
in 1949 virtually extinguished that dream. For the unattached Cantonese women, there 
were political reasons that had deterred them from returning to China. The Chinese 
government’s vigilant crackdown on cultural practices that were perceived to be "feudal" 
and "retrogressive" had brought about the decline of religious worship and sororities such 
as sisterhood organisations.1 This had caused widespread rumours that the Chinese 
government had forced the elderly spinsters to marry bachelors or widowers in order to 
care for them in old age.2 The fear of being forced to abandon their unmarried state 
resulted in the decision of many of these immigrant women to remain permanently in 
Malaya and Hong Kong. But more importantly, such women no longer felt a sense of 
belonging in the community that they once grew up with. Their relationship with their 
surviving family members had grown apart after decades of separation, and all but a few 
chi mui from their generation had either passed on or had migrated elsewhere.
The reality of not having any claims to the family inheritance served to discourage 
many unmarried women from returning to China. A zishunu was not entitled to any 
economic claims on her natal family or lineage establishment since she was considered 
as an “outsider” after having gone through the ritual of avowed spinsterhood. Hence, a 
zishunu ceased to belong to her family; she was considered as ritually married into another 
family, that of the spinsterhood groupings. And, unlike married women who could defend 
their inheritance rights in their husbands’ families on the basis of joint claims with their 
husbands and sons, avowed spinsters could no longer qualified for any monetary assistance 
from their ancestral estates or lineage associations in times of need or in old age. 3
'The life history of zishunu Zhu Hua as told to sociologist Maria Jaschok shed some light on the 
vestige of Communist cultural ideology in the 1950s and during the period of Chinese Cultural 
Revolution, 1966-1976. The Chmese government sought to portray the plight of unwed Chinese women 
as a symbol of feudal oppression caused by poverty and backward ideas about women's role m a 
conservative society. See Jaschok, "On the Lives,” p. 52.
2Sankar, “Sisters and Brothers,” p. 70.
!Ho, “The Cantonese Domestic Amahs,” p. 130.
Furthermore, the demolition of spinsters’ houses and women’s houses during the 
Cultural Revolution in China resulted in many retired spinster immigrants being left 
without an appropriate home to live in. Significantly, they no longer had a permanent 
home for their spiritual care because the soul tablets of the deceased unmarried men and 
women could not enter the ancestral family shrines or lineage halls. Apart from the 
unmarried Chinese, Maurice Freedman pointed out that in Nanching (Panyu) the soul 
tablets of a deceased widow or a runaway or abandoned wife were not allowed into the 
their husbands’ homes.4 A spinster might in fact spend her last days in her married 
brother’s home if she had no women’s house to go to, but she was forbidden to die in it. 
A woman had to overcome the greatest cultural obstacle in dealing with the problem of 
perpetual spiritual care after death, if she remained unmarried. For the zishunu, it was the 
main consideration that deterred them from returning to China. Instead, they chose to join 
vegetarian halls, death benefits societies or old people’s home. They also invested their 
savings into various schemes with the hope of accumulating some wealth for themselves.
6.2 Financial Mutual Aid
Cash savings were the favourite form of building funds for the working immigrant men 
and women. Most of them tended to invest their savings in tontine, a vastly popular form 
of mutual aid among its subscribers.5 Tontine proved to be an important financial 
arrangement that handed out loans to its members. It was best described as follows: 
With twenty members contributing ten dollars each, the successful bidder 
would be able to get a total sum of two hundred dollars. Members usually 
bid between 25 cents and 40 cents in order to get the tontine [loan]. The 
successful bidder would have to pay to each of the other members an 
interest according to the sum he [or she] had bid...6 
Members who subscribed to the tontine funds earned an annuity and were eligible for a
4Freedman, Chinese Lineage and Society: Fukien and Kwangtung, London School o f Economics 
Monographs on Social Anthropology, No. 33, London. The Athlone Press, 1966, p. 57.
5The Tamils in Malaya operated a similar financial arrangement called Kuthu.
6 As quoted from extract o f oral history transcript o f an informant named Kuah Leong Bee in Chan 
Kwok Bun and Claire Chiang See Ngoh, Stepping Out: The Making o f  Chinese Entrepreneurs, Singapore: 
Prentice Hall, Simon & Schuster (Asia) Pte. Ltd., 1994, p 238.
financial loan in times of need. Members who took out a loan, often on the preference 
basis of the person with the greatest need or the highest bid, would be levied a fixed 
percentage of interest corresponding to the size of the loan. The interest incurred would 
then be used to build up the funds. Individuals may be members of several different 
tontines at the same time. The tontine loan was usually used to cover the living expenses 
during a spell of unemployment, to pay for medical expenses, a trip back to China for the 
very old and sickly, or funeral expenses.7
Although the tontine operation offered a flexible form of financial arrangement to its 
members, it was also fraught with severe setbacks as well. The unscrupulous leader of a 
tontine ring frequently absconded with the money invested by its members. The situation 
was further aggravated by the fact that tontine was an illegal activity prohibited by the law 
and therefore, the members who were swindled had very slim chance of recovering their 
money at all. For some women, the dangers of parting with their lifetime savings became 
a reality since they had no legal protection over their investments.
Apart from cash savings, the women also hoarded money in their rooms or around 
their bodies. Charles Gamba noted the excellent example of Sanshui female construction 
labourers who were known to carry their savings in a bandage wrapped around their waist 
as a precautionary measure against theft. A few were discovered to tuck as much as 
$5,000 under their unassuming waistbands.8 Hoarding currency savings carried the risk 
of leaving behind the money without a beneficiary in the event of premature death. With 
a greater awareness of the benefits of modem banking, however, more and more Sanshui 
and other Cantonese women developed the habit of putting their savings with a financial 
institution, especially the Guangdong Provincial Bank. The majority of the Chinese 
women also invested their savings in buying gold jewellery and ornaments. Some women 
hoarded this jewellery alongside their other personal belongings but very few of them kept 
their gold in safe deposit boxes with a bank. Most immigrant women usually utilised bank 
services chiefly for the pupose of remitting money to their hometowns. For many, formal
7Tang, "The Cantonese Women," p. 55.
8Charles Gamba, "Poverty, and Some Socio-Economic Aspects of Hoarding, Saving and 
Borrowing in Malaya," in Malayan Economic Review (The Journal of the Malayan Economic Society), 
Vol. m , No. 2, October 1958, p. 38.
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financial services were still regarded with reserved suspicions as it remained a sophisti­
cated and barely understood concept.
6.3 Mutual Aid Associations
The associations that primarily catered to the needs of the immigrant communities 
normally engaged in particular religious and social activities that subscribed to the village 
origin of their members, or to their sex and status. Qualification for membership in the 
associations might range from common interests in religious matters, belief in a particular 
ideology and often an appreciation of secular concerns such as old age care to a narrower 
definition of membership limited to only one gender or an occupational group.9 Some of 
these associations functioned as the centre for social and religious gatherings, while others 
provided economic benefits that helped the members to cope with their work and living 
arrangements.
6.3.1 Coolie Fong and Sister Houses
Many small informal organizations with less than ten members were managed by 
unwed Cantonese women working in the same occupation.10 Some were attached to the 
coolie fong  or hostels which the women managed. The coolie fong  usually consisted of 
cubicles or rooms in a tenement building, where the women kept their personal belongings 
while at work and where they lived for short periods when not working." These 
arrangements were mainly for the Cantonese domestic amahs who had live-in jobs. Other 
working women who did not have a live-in arrangement with their employers returned to 
sleep in the coolie fong  at night. Many of the hostels’ operations were based on a 
particular territorial and subdialect basis, and sisterhood affiliations. Therefore, 
recruitment for members was closely linked with interests in certain occupational trades 
and limited to one regional group of women that women’s hostels served. Subsequently,
^Marjone Topley, “Chinese Religious Associations in Singapore,” in L.A. Fallers (ed.), 
Immigrants and Associations, The Hague, Pans: Mouton & Co., 1967, pp. 57-9.
luOnly associations with ten members or more need to be registered with the Singapore Registrar 
of Societies. Topley, “Chinese Religious Associations,” pp. 67-8.
"Ibid., p. 68.
these buildings were similarly identified with the specific vocation of the women 
immigrants such as the "domestic amah coolie fong", "construction coolie fong" and 
"coolie fong of mixed occupations" . 12
Most jobs were obtained as a result of personal recommendation through a chi mui, 
relative, a friend, an acquaintance or a sui haak. The sisters’ networking within a 
particular dialect and subdialect group was a simple but effective method of getting jobs. 
An employed chi mui who knew of existing vacancies in her line of work would most 
likely disseminate the information in their coolie fong and among the sisters themselves. 
As a result, the recipient o f a job would very likely reciprocate the favour by performing 
well at work because of a sense of gratitude or moral obligation to the sister who assisted 
her in getting employment. A working chi mui would normally recommend an unemployed 
sister from the same village, speech or lineage group to a job in a similar capacity. The 
process of subdialect occupational induction had resulted in the spinsters and 
bndedaughters filtering into the field of paid domestic service and the Sanshui women in 
construction work.
Sister houses also operated along the same functions as the coolie fong. However, 
unlike the coolie fong with the number of members ranging between two and fifty, and of 
mixed sisterhoods, the members of a sister house usually comprised of members that 
belonged to a sisterhood or a couple of sisterhoods. The members in each sisterhood 
comprised of women who shared the same sisterhood ties in their home village in China. 
A small sisterhood with three or four members would normally combine with another 
small group of sisterhood to set up a sister house. Sometimes a sisterhood would gather 
five or six members together and run their own sister house. The bond of sisterhood that 
brought members of a group together in a sister house served to keep harmony and peace 
in the household as well. The sister houses generally had more binding commitments to 
each of their members due to the presence of the existing bond between the sisters and the 
smaller number of members. The sister houses and coolie fong organized social and 
religious functions, and benefits schemes for their members.
i:Lai, Peasants, Proletarians, and Prostitutes, p 81.
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Some coolie fong  and sister houses conducted post-mortuary rites for their deceased 
boarders. In a discussion Topley had with the Cantonese spinsters and bridedaughters in 
Singapore, most of them stressed their preference for female mourners. It was not 
surprising that there was a marked absence of male mourners attending the funeral rites 
for unmarried Cantonese female servants.13 The importance of observing the appropriate 
mourning rites should not be overlooked because it was for this purpose that a coolie fong  
or a sister house functioned as a place that provided female mourners for its deceased 
member. In China, the sisterhoods in the women’s houses (gupowu) would arrange for the 
funeral rites to be held in their premises. Mourning rites would be carried out and the 
gupowu provided a permanent place for the placement and worship of the soul tablets as 
well. In Malaya, however, the owners of rented sister houses and coolie fongs strictly 
forbade any arrangements for funeral rites on their premises. Thus, funeral rites for a 
deceased member of the coolie fong or sister house were held in a rented place. 
Thereafter, the soul tablet would be placed in a temple and looked after by either by the 
temple caretaker, the nuns or monks who lived in temples.
6.3.2 Sisters’ Associations
The coolie fong  and sister houses were the major bases for recruitment of members for 
regional groupings such as the Sisters’ Association. Since members of the Sisters 
Associations had to make a monthly monetary contribution, not every woman belonged 
to one. The memberships were largely restricted to the unattached Cantonese female 
domestic servants and female labourers under the age of 45. The money was then used 
as payment for the maintenance of a members’ room. Members who were unemployed 
or taken ill may occupy the members’ room for free for a duration of tim e.14 In between 
the 1930s and the 1950s, the associations were reportedly equipped with functions of 
providing mutual help such as the protection of their female wage earning members 
against work exploitation and work place accidents.15 However, it was doubtful if  any o f 
the associations were ever involved in any enterprise bargaining on the behalf of its
l3Op. cit., p. 68.
l4Wong, A Cycle of Chinese Festivals, p. 133.
15Ibid.
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members although there was a high possibility that it was affliated to loan societies or 
womens’ hostels.16
The Sisters’Association was primarily associated with the celebrations of popular folk 
beliefs such as the Festival of the Seven Sisters. The best known was the Seven Sisters 
Associations in Singapore and Penang. A Seven Sisters club attracted a large group of 
followers among unmarried women and the bridedaughters. This was partially because 
these immigrant women were cut off from many celebrations that would otherwise have 
normally occured in a family setting. These women who lived on their own had to rely 
largely on outside organisations for socialisation and other forms of entertainment.17 
Moreover, the Seven Sisters Associations were not a novelty in Malaya since it was first 
established in the marriage resistance areas in the Pearl River Delta. In the late 1930s, 
prior to the Japanese occupation in Malaya, groups of senior female vegetarians together 
with unwed women, would hold needle works and embriodery exhibitions in vegetarian 
house,18 a tradition commonly observed in Quangdong. It was later replaced with food and 
fruits offerings and the practice seance among the virgin women in order to communicate 
with the spirits o f the Seven Sisters. Topley suggested that the function of the associations 
was “to perpetuate the religious memory” of a particular spiritual being.19 We may further 
add to that with the emphasis on the folk beliefs that perpetuated the marital status of 
unmarried women. The celebration of this particular religious belief enhanced the 
legitimation of the zishunu and buluojia group identity. After all, the sisters mentioned 
in the legend of the Seven sisters remained as unmarried maidens with the exception of 
the youngest sister, the Weaving Lady who apparently became a bridedaughter.
6.4 Vegetarian Halls
Other established organizations that offered the unattached Cantonese women social 
legitimacy that supported their singular lifestyles were the vegetarian houses or vegetarian
16Topley, “Chinese Religious Associations,” p. 72. 
17Ibid.
18Op.cit.
19Ibid.
halls known as zhai tang20 The vegetarian houses were mainly Buddhist oriented but a 
few were managed by Taoist believers. The zhai tang were usually established in capital 
cities where large numbers of unmarried working Cantonese women congregrated. These 
houses were similar to Buddhist nunneries in the respect that members were required to 
lead a fairly religious conduct and follow a vegetarian diet while living in the house. 21 
Many women chose to retire in vegetarian houses rather than nunneries because the former 
afforded the members with a less rigid religious lifestyle and more secular outlook. 
Women were also discouraged from becoming a nun or a nigu because the action itself 
implied a complete disassociation of all ties from her natal family and kin. Therefore, a 
woman’s decision to enter a nunnery was tantamount to an insult to her family.22
Cantonese women joined the vegetarian houses either because they were single, 
widowed or separated from their husbands without any hope of any reconciliation. The 
consideration of not having any living relatives and the need for a stable, religious and 
communal identity prompted them to seek membership in an association such as the 
vegetarian halls, women's houses and old folks homes. Such houses were organised either 
along the basis of a sub-dialect, village or a district in China. A woman who wished to 
join the house usually looked for one that catered to tenants from her village or district. 
In many cases, recommendation by a friend or an acquaintance from the same village had 
a profound influence on a woman's choice of living arrangements. Vegetarian houses 
with permanent lodgings were a firm favourite among the sworn spinsters and bride- 
daughters from Shunde. Although single women and widows from other places such as 
Dongguan, Nanhai and Panyu also joined the vegetarian houses, their membership was by 
far small compared to Shunde women. This could be due to the fact that vegetarian 
houses were found only in Shunde county. Thus zhai tang in particular held a traditional 
appeal mainly to Shunde women when compared to other Cantonese women from the 
Pearl River Delta.
20Sankar, “Sisters and Brothers,” p. 70. 
2iTopley, “Chinese Women’s,” pp. 56-7.
22Ibid., p. 57 and Jaschok, “On the Lives,” p. 45.
6.4.1 Sect Teachings
In Malaya, the halls were first founded by the sect Hsien-t 'ien Ta Tao or Pure Land 
Sect of the “Greater Vehicle” Buddhism around 1900, but they were not popular with the 
general populace of Chinese immigrants.23 The halls offered less economic benefits than 
lineage associations, hence fewer men were interested in them. The halls began to 
multiply in numbers in the 1930s with the immigration of large numbers of autonomous 
working Cantonese females in the late 1920s and 1930s. Topley suggested that the value 
attached to the Salvationist teachings of the sect which incorporated the teachings of 
Buddhism as well, attracted many unmarried women to join the halls.24 A major deity 
worshipped by the sect was Kuan Yin (Avolokitesvar) or Goddess of Mercy. In 
Guangdong, some single women went to the temple of Kuan Yin to affirm their vows of 
spinsterhood. These spinster women likened their fate to the one experienced by the deity. 
One version of the legend of Kuan Yin described her as a princess, the third daughter of 
a king. The princess successfully repelled all efforts by her father to get her married off 
and became a Buddhist nun despite great opposition from her family. This belief was 
repeatedly told by the female vegetarians as a justification of their own single status.25 
Vegetarians who called upon the name of Amida Buddha would be reborn again in 
paradise.
Gender bias also predisposed women towards the belief in Kuan Yin because a female 
spirit was supposed to understand the mind and heart of her women followers rather than 
a male deity. The followers of Kuan Yin strived to emulate her conduct through sexual 
abstinence and ate only vegetarian diet.26 Consequently, her worshippers were chiefly 
single women, widows and spinsters. One parallel belief that influenced the sworn
23In China, the vegetarian halls managed by the Hsien-t ien sect were popular with Hankow men 
because it offered adequate economic benefits to the members. Topley, “Chinese Religious Associations,” 
p. 74 and n. 51.
24Topley, “Chinese Women’s,” pp. 58-9.
“Ibid., p. 59.
26Kuan Ym was believed to turn away from Buddhahood when she heard the suffering o f mankind 
and vowed to save every living creature on earth. For this cause, she became a vegetarian and her true 
worshippers abstained from eating meat.
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spinsters to become vegetarian laywomen in Hong Kong was the teaching of a Buddhist 
monk from Ting Wu in Quangdong who lived at Tai Yue Shan (Lantao Island) in Hong 
Kong.27 Since the followers adhered to the teachings that exhorted the following of 
monks who were vegetarians, the female followers also chose to do the same and preferred 
to enter vegetarian halls rather than the secular ones.
6.4.2 Categories of Boarders
There were two different categories of boarders in the vegetarian halls. The first 
category of membership consisted of permanent boarders who were retirees or women 
who earned their free room and board in the halls by working as unpaid domestic helpers. 
The latter group of women was confined to those who were no longer able to eam their 
own living and too poor to pay for membership in any vegetarian houses. Furthermore, 
vegetarian houses were managed on a strictly profit basis and destitute subscribers who 
failed to meet their stated financial obligations were compelled to forfeit their places.28 
However, they were very few in numbers as vegetarian halls were normally managed on 
a profit basis and seldom handed out charity to outsiders who did not subscribe to the 
halls’ membership. Women who were permanent residents in the halls had to pay between 
$300 and $700 depending on the size and standing of the establishment.29
The second category of boarders were women who had planned ahead to join the halls 
many years before their retirement. They usually paid a monthly contribution up to $20, 
depending on the duration of years of contribution before taking up permanent residence 
in the halls. In return, these women were allowed to use the halls for sleeping arrange­
ments whenever they were out of a job or just to sleep over for the night.30 On festive 
days, some women would pay for vegetarian meals served by members o f the halls and 
some casual members would also pay for overnight accomodation. Occasionally the halls
27Tsung, “Women Who Do Not Marry,” p. 43.
28 A woman who was completely poor but physically capable o f work may be given food and 
lodgings in a vegetarian house in return for services rendered in maintaining the house. Topley, "Chinese 
Women's,” p.57.
29Ibid., p. 61.
30Ibid.,p. 61.
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would adopt abandoned young girls and raise them up as Buddhist vegetarians. 
Nevertheless, the main functions of the hall were to provide its members with board and 
lodging, a proper funeral, the perpetual care of their soul tablets, and organization of 
appropriate religious gatherings .
6.5 Death Benefits and Benevolent Associations
Unmarried Cantonese women could subscribe to a number of Chinese organizations that 
had fewer functions than vegetarian halls for less costs. Regular weekly or monthly 
monetary contributions for a specified period to a funeral benefits society virtually assured 
a place for the terminally ill Buddhist or Taoist woman to lay to rest and a decent funeral 
as well. Similar to lodging houses, these funeral benefits schemes were organised along 
the lines of territorial and dialect origin of its members. This was partly due to the 
situation whereby an immigrant woman who could speak only her own dialect would be 
inclined to socialise mainly with other immigrants of the same origin. Therefore, she 
would chose or be recommended by friends to join a society that catered to her dialect 
community. In addition, most societies only specialised in the forms of post-mortuary 
ceremonies that emanated from their home areas owing to the regional variations in ritual 
matters.31 Thus, the ritual practitioners mainly drew clients who belonged to the same 
religious beliefs and dialect group as them. The funeral benefits societies usually dealt 
with ritual matters for the progress of the deceased soul but did not provide any cash 
benefits.
The death benefits associations were a spin-off from the funeral benefits society. Some 
women were attracted to join the death benefits associations because they offered cash 
incentives to their members. Members who paid a monthly subscription of three dollars 
for a period of ten years would be entitled to a death benefit of $500 upon death of that 
member. A small sum of money would then be deducted from the benefits payment to 
cover the expenses incurred for the funeral rites.32 Most of these associations were 
managed by the owners of vegetarian halls and the soul tablets of their members would
31Topley, “Chinese Religious Associations,” p. 69.
320p.cit., p. 65.
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be placed in the affiliated halls. Similar financial contributions to benevolent funds 
managed by lineage associations or subdialect associations also promised death benefits 
payment to their members. Some benevolent associations offered payment of a fixed lump 
sum of money to the nominated beneficiary upon the death of a member. However, 
membership to benevolent associations was limited to married women and widows since 
their soul tablets would be placed in the lineage ancestral halls. Unmarried women were 
not entitled to the privelege of having their soul tablets in the lineage halls. The patrons 
of benevolent associations were mostly prominent Chinese businessmen who were 
associated with philanthropist work among the needy in the community. Unlike other 
associations, benevolent societies were more secular oriented and preoccupied with 
providing community services to the less priveleged people in the society. That was why 
these associations were often referred to as “goodness” halis. Both the death benefits 
scheme and the benevolent scheme operated along the similar lines of an endowment 
policy.
Married and widowed Cantonese women were more inclined to join the associations 
that offered them monetary benefits as well as perpetual care for their soul tablets. 
Nevertheless, the benevolent associations were less popular with the Cantonese populace 
since five out of six associations listed in 1951 belonged to the Teochew community.33 
The less religious inclined Sanshui construction workers were usually members of the 
benevolent funds. In contrast, women who had a deeper affinity with Buddhist or other 
variations of Taoist religious beliefs would normally join the death benefits societies. 
Vegetarian houses, women's houses and old folks homes would extend these services to 
include annual offering o f prayers and food to the soul of their dead chi mui at Ch'ing 
Ming, the day of ancestor worship. It ensured that the dead souls received a proper 
farewell to the nether world and would not be left roaming aimlessly in eternity.
6.6 Adoption of Daughters as Insurance
A pivotal concern that affected almost every autonomous female immigrant was the 
need for provision in old age. Some unwed or widowed Cantonese women sought the
330p.cit, p. 73.
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adoption of young children, especially girls, to raise up as their own daughters. Despite the 
cultural preference for sons as the ones who remained at the parental house and fulfilled 
crucial ritual obligations, daughters who were single and remained at home were more 
practically helpful to their mothers than were sons. A woman would naturally expect the 
adopted daughter to remain independent but unmarried, and look after her in old age. A 
son, on the other hand, needed to earn a living and possibly devote his attention to his wife 
and children instead of providing for his aged mother. Further, young girls were more 
readily available than the boys for the adoption market. Chinese families were more likely 
to part with their daughters for the obvious reason such as poverty and the less lucid reason 
o f being written off as a bad omen after being bom under an unlucky horoscope. 34
Lai suggested that the adoption resembled a substitution of the traditional filial mother- 
daughter relationship that was lacking in lives of widowed and unmarried women .35 In 
some ways it appeared that this was the case especially when the adopted daughter took 
on the foster mother’s surname and she was considered as part o f her foster kin group. 
Girls who were adopted at a tender age were more likely to be attached and regarded their 
foster mothers as the only parent they knew. Perhaps they were also more closely bound 
to these women and having been rejected by their natal parents, they would be less likely 
to risk disrupting the existing relationship with their foster mothers. Hence, the chances 
of nurturing a filial mother-daughter relationship would be greatly enhanced. Ideally, the 
adopted daughters might choose to retain the custom of marriage resistance. However, 
this failed to materialise and the anti-marriage custom withered away when the generation 
of sworn spinsters and bridedaughters passed on.
Perhaps an alternative explanation lies with the fact that the spinster women adopted 
girls as insurance against the possibility of not having descendants to provide perpetual 
life-after-death care for their souls. It is better to have an “adopted” descendant than none 
at all. It also signified a radical departure from the traditional belief that only a son could 
carry out ancestor worship. The possibility of not having anyone to “inherit” their soul
34Ibid., p. 62. For a detailed description on the different customs of adoption among the unwed 
domestic amahs, see Ho, "The Cantonese Domestic Amahs," pp. 42-6.
35Lai, Peasants, Proletarians, and Prostitutes, pp. 84-5.
102
tablets became a reality for some women who, for some reasons, did not wish to join any 
vegetarian halls or old people’s home, or plainly could not afford to pay the membership 
fees for such places. The practice of adoption was not new to Malaya since it was first 
practised in China. A zishunu had two options that could insure her spiritual peace. She 
either adopted a child of her brother’s family, usually a daughter, to worship her soul tablet 
after her death or alternatively, she could join a gupowu that would provide a permanent 
place o f worship for her soul.36 In Malaya, the former was impossible to achieve since 
autonomous spinster immigrants were deprived of having family members around. The 
latter option was feasible if one was willing to accept vegetarian halls as the substitute to 
gupowu.
As with rare cases of childless widows who later decided to become sworn spinsters, 
adoption can be seen as a therapeutic measure since these women were deprived of the 
one thing that most married women desired most -- a child. Under these circumstances, 
there is an interesting parallel situation that happened in the predominantly Hokkien 
community of Hai-shan in Taiwan. Wolf and Huang noticed that the relatively high 
incidence o f adoption of young girls by childless couples or couples without sons, was 
attributed to the local custom that such a practice would “call in a younger brother” or 
encourage the conception of children, especially sons.37 Possibly in the situation of the 
Cantonese widows, adoption served to bridge their yearnings for the children they never 
had or those who died during infancy. Moreover, a Chinese wife could not be more 
unfortunate than to have her child died during infancy and it was a cultural taboo to even 
discuss the matter within the family.
Orphanage and vegetarian houses were the two common places to place unwanted 
female babies and young girls. These children were then either adopted by the residents, 
female visitors, or authorities manning the vegetarian houses. Sometimes, the women 
preferred to buy a child for an exchange of cash paid to the parents through an intermedi­
ary. In this case, all ties with the natural family were severed and the child would take on 
her adopted mother's surname unless it was inadvisable to do so. The other method of
36Jaschok, “On the Lives o f Women,” p. 46.
37W olf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption, pp. 242-50.
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obtaining a daughter was through the fostering of a child that belonged to a fellow 
kinswoman. Child fostering need not necessarily entail the changing of a child's surname 
and the child retained a platonic relationship with her natural parents .38 Most sworn 
spinsters preferred their adopted children to assume their surnames and hence, cut the 
children’s bonds from their natal families and bind them to the foster family instead.
The merits of adopting a daughter comprised valuable companionship and care 
provided to an elderly unwed woman. It also enabled the single women to train their 
adopted daughters amidst the expectations that they would retain the custom of being 
unwed by choice. Significantly, adoption paved a way for the single autonomous women 
immigrants to realise their innate desires of forming a mother-child relationship without 
going through the much dreaded process of childbirth. The process of adoption remained 
a social security option employed particularly, but not exclusively, by groups of youthful 
and unwed Cantonese women who were wage earners.
6.5 Conclusion
The need of mutual financial, emotional and social support remained a constant 
consideration in the lives of the zishunu and buluojia. In Malaya, the binding bonds of 
sisterhood enabled these women to form surrogate families among members of their 
sisterhoods. In turn, the networks of sisterhood formed small or large associations to meet 
the needs of their members. Memberships in these visible and organised groupings served 
to enhance the group identity of the members and thus granted them social legitimacy to 
support their single status. The women sought different benefits by signing up with 
different associations that provided different forms of socio-cultural recognition and 
community support in an alien environment. 39 However, there were overlapping interests 
in members who belonged to a few different associations at one time. The unattached 
Cantonese women almost universally belonged to at least one association that looked after 
the spiritual and religious progress of its members while some members preferred to adopt 
young girls as the long term strategy of living in Malaya.
38Ibid., pp.43-6.
39Topley, “Chinese Religious Associations,” pp. 71-2.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
The study has described the migration of Chinese women, concentrating primarily on 
the autonomous emigration of young Cantonese women, particularly the sworn spinsters 
and the bridedaughters. Particular aspects of the emigration of these Cantonese women 
were related to the localised culture of marriage resistance with emphasis on the gender- 
specific factors, influencing their motivations to emigrate overseas. In analyzing the 
development of the culture o f mamage resistence in the Pearl River Delta (that grew out 
of an interplay of structural and economic conditions that made it possible for women to 
remain unwed), we find the options opened to these women, who wished to retain their 
autonomous status.
In some localities surrounding the Pearl River Delta, women were defined by their 
marital status due to its tradition of marriage resistance as expressed in the forms of 
delayed cohabitation after marriage and avowed spinsterhood. The old custom of marriage 
resistance was further perpetuated with the formation of single girls sororities and 
seclusion of adolescent girls in residential girls’ houses. The unique work culture with the 
distinct segregation of the female workforce from the male workforce first, in the 
sericulture industry and later in filature work, served to foster gender solidarity among the 
women. One factor that clearly promoted marriage resistance practice was the possibility 
of economic independence through paid labour in industrial employment. Regular wages 
through silk employment subsequently elevated women’s position from secondary income 
contributors to principal wage earners in the households. However, the daughters’ 
financial contributions did not enhance their decision making roles (such as arranged 
marriages decided by their parents) in the households. But, it gave them the leverage for 
negotiating their marital autonomy in a system where the custom of marriage resistance 
already bestowed certain rights on their marital position.
The collapse of the silk industry and political upheavals in the late 1920s and 1930s, 
had destabilized the economic base o f many female silk workers. As the option of wage 
employment disappeared, emigration became a strategy for alternative employment. 
Significantly, the maintenance of financial independence afforded social legitimacy that 
supported the singular lifestyles of sworn spinsters. Vice-versa, their status as autonomous
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spinsters gave them unfettered access to emigration while married women were restricted 
from doing so. Some families further supported the status quo of their celibate daughters 
and bridedaughters by encouraging them to emigrate overseas for employment purposes 
rather than taking the risk of losing them and hence their income, to other men.1
The socioeconomic benefits gained by these women immigrants in Malaya were offset 
by the lack of legitimacy inherent in their singular living arrangements since they were 
separated from the culture and economic system that nurtured their marital practices. 
Against this setting, these women transplanted their networks of sisterhood and socio­
religious associations to Malaya, where they sought emotional, social and financial support 
in times of need. However, these establishments gradually withered away when the 
generation of Cantonese marriage resisters passed on. The marriage resistance culture was 
unique in a way because it had not survived beyond the generation of women who actively 
pursued it. This was partly due to the fact that these immigrant women did not actively 
seek to propagate their custom in the first place. Moreover, modernisation had provided 
young women with better education and a wider option of choices to renounce marriage 
that were more attractive than spinsterhood.
There have been no full and thorough enquiries into the culture of marriage resistance 
in the Pearl River Delta region after the formation of a Communist government in 1949. 
It would be interesting to know how and why the system of culture failed to survive the 
onslaught of a communist ruling, and how the last generation of these practising marriage 
resisters adapted themselves to the political environment.
* * * *
'Topley, “Marriage Resistance,” pp. 84-5.
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Glossary
All terms and expression are written according to the pinyin system of Mandarin romamzation; 
the exception being the terms which are expressed in Cantonese romanization ©.
buluojia ^ f N 
chi mui O / jie mei 
dajinjie 
Dongguan
Foshan ) 1 (
Fujian
Guangdong ~ j ~  
Guangzhou y *  
gupo ^
gupo uk © / gupowu
nui uk © / niiwu j ^
Pan>,u #  %
Sanshui ^
Sa Mok Chi Wen © y j /  } £  \ % \
shap chi mui © / shi jie mei - f '
Shunde ) ’j ^
shoh hei © / shuqi
sui haak © / shui k e ^ | ^
Tai Yue Shan © / Da Yu Shan |J j ^  11 j
Tshat-tsic © / qi xing J p
lienii xian -a
m h lo k h g a©  ^  r | -  ' ß j k . xianzhi _& *“ZT -'o'
mui tsai © / mei zai zishunü i  Ä-&:
Nanhai ^ zhinii
mgu Jg zhai tang ±
Niu Lang g j j Zhongshan + di
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Appendix A
Figures for arrivals o f Chinese female immigrants to the Straits Settlements1 from 1901-
1940
Y E A R S I N G A P O R E P E N A N G T O T A L T O T A L P E R C E N T A G E
S I N G A P O R E M A L E O F  F E M A L E
&
P E N A N G
&  F E M A L E T O  T O T A L
1901 8,060 4,128 12,188 206,176 5.91
1 9 0 2 8,955 4,664 13,619 234,270 5.81
1 9 0 3 9,762 5,346 15,108 248,639 6.08
1 9 0 4 10,163 5,011 15,174 231,139 6.56
1 905 9,718 4,897 13,644 192,791 7.08
1 9 0 6 12,478 4,220 16,698 232,921 7.17
1 907 11,369 4,989 16,358 244,886 6.68
1 9 0 8 9,154 3,700 12,854 164,736 7.80
1 9 0 9 8,640 3,225 11,865 158,934 7.47
1 9 1 0 11,652 4,916 16,568 227,228 7.29
1911 16,178 6,998 23,176 289,812 7.80
1 9 1 2 17,654 6,222 23,876 274,846 8.69
1 9 1 3 17,846 5,417 23,263 261,385 8.90
1 9 1 4 10,653 3,013 13,666 147,150 9.29
1 9 1 5 8,583 2,512 11,095 106,051 10.46
1 9 1 6 20,344 N/A 20,344 * 235,630 8.63 *
1 9 1 7 16,571 3,749 20,320 194,046 10.47
1 9 1 8 8,594 1,762 10,356 75,552 13.71
1 9 1 9 13,883 1,939 15,822 81,272 19.47
1 9 2 0 22,382 2,776 25,158 140,305 17.93
1921 28,723 4,130 32,583 211,754 15.39
1 9 2 2 18,213 3,026 21,239 152,953 13.89
1 9 2 3 22,296 3,963 26,259 181,524 14.47
1 9 2 4 27,753 5,058 32,811 210,364 15.60
1 9 2 5 30,003 4,683 34,686 245,072 14.15
'Apparently there were no record of Chinese female immigrants having arrived in the Straits 
Settlements colony of Malacca since the late 19th century.
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Y E A R SIN G A PO R E PENANG TO TA L
SIN G A PO R E
&
PENANG
TO TA L  
M ALE  
& FEM ALE
PE R C EN TA G E  
O F FEM ALE  
TO  T O T A L
1926 49,897 7,229 57,120 394,720 14.47
1927 58,777 8,398 67,175 412,874 16.27
1928 55,526 9,816 65,342 345,226 18.93
1929 38,554 7,066 45,560 293,167 15.54
1930 35,965 7,146 43,111 242,149 17.80
1931 14,861 2,181 17,042 79,422 21.45
1932 7,518 1,134 8,652 3,2925 26.28
1933 7,219 1,215 8,434 33,534 25.15
1934 30,958 3,231 34,189 98,864 34.58
1935 36,546 4,708 41,254 141,892 29.07
1936 43,662 6,674 50,336 143,331 35.11
1937 81,300 12,732 94,032 239,106 39.32
1938 38,487 5,462 43,949 98,863 44.45
1939 7,857 824 8,681 30,788 28.19
1940 6,980 433 7,413 25,992 28.52
Sources.
a) Annual Departmental Reports, 1901 - 1932
b) Annual Report o f  the Social and Economic Progress o f  the People o f  the Straits Settlements, 1927 - 
1933 and 1933 - 1938
c) Straits Settlements Government Gazette, 1931 - 1940
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APPENDIX B
Characteristics of Cantonese Female Emigrants from Selected Counties
N o N am e C ounty  o f  
O rigin
M arital
S ta tus
No. o f
C hildren
( M / F )
A ge
W hen
F irst
E m igra ted
F irs t
O ccupation
(S ingapore)
C urren t
O ccupation
(S ingapore)
1 C het T se S hunde Z ishunu N il 23 W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
C ook
2 K um  T se Shunde Z ishunu N il 27 B aby  A m ah C hildcare
3 M ing T se Shunde M arried 2 M 24 W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
4 Pui T se Shunde Z ishunu Nil 22 B aby  A m ah C hildcare
5 Sam  T se Shunde W idow 2 M 27 C ook &  C asual 
W o rk er
C ook
6 Sien T se S hunde M a m e d
+
Nil 21 C asual W o rk er C ook &
C asual W o rk er
7 W an T se Shunde Z ishunu Nil 23 C hidcare C ook &
C asual W orker
8 L eong 
Sau H eng
S hunde Z ishunu Nil 23 H ouseho ld
A m ah
R etired  B aby  
A m ah
9 Foon T se Panyu W idow 1 F
(ad o p ted )
30 C asual W o rk er W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
10 F uen  T se P anyu Single N il 26 W ash  and 
C ook A m ah
B ab y  A m ah
11 K w an
T se
P anyu Z ishunu N il 25 M aso n  W o rk er C ook
12 L ok T se P anyu M arried
#
3 M & 2 F 34 M aso n  W o rk er W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
13 M iew
T se
P anyu Sm gle N il 22 C ook &  C asual 
A m ah
B aby  A m ah
14 M ooi T se P anyu Z ishunu Nil 33 C ook &  C asual 
W o rk er
C ook &
C asual W o rk er
15 Sw ee Lin 
T se
P anyu W id o w 1 M  baby  
(d eceased )
30 M aso n  W o rk er W ash erw o m an  
&  Cook
16 V aan  T se P anyu M arried
+
N il 23 C ook &  C asual 
W o rk er
B aby  A m ah
17 Y in T se P anyu M a m e d
#
1 F
(ad o p ted )
28 C asual W o rk er C ook &
C asual W o rk er
18 All N go 
T se
D o n g g u an M arried N il 28 C asual W o rk er W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
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N o N am e C ounty  o f  
O n  gin
M an ta l
S ta tus
N o. o f
C hildren
( M / F )
A ge
W hen
F irst
E m ig ra ted
F irst
O ccupation
(S ingapore)
C urren t
O ccupation
(S ingapore)
19 C hoon
T se
D ongguan Single Nil 24 C asual W o rk er C ook &
C asual W orker
20. F o o k  T se D ongguan M a m e d
+
Nil 28 28 W ash erw o m an  
& C ook
21. H u p  T se D o ngguan Z ishunu Nil 20 B aby  A m ah B aby A m ah
22. P en g  T se D o ngguan M a m e d 1 M  &  1 F 34 C ook &  C asual 
W orker
C ook &
C asual W orker
23. Soon  T se D ongguan M arried 2 M  &  1 F 28 C asual W orker C ook &
C asual W o rk er
24. S ze  T se D ongguan M a m e d 3 M & 1 F 24 C asual W o rk er B aby  A m ah
25. W o n g  A h 
Y ong
D on g g u an Sing le# N il 19 Facto ry  H and D om estic
A m ah
25. Y au  T se D o ngguan M arried 1 M 32 B aby  A m ah C hildcare
26. C han  T se N anhai M a m e d 2 M & 2 F 39 W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
27. F oong
T se
N anhai W id o w Nil 22 B aby A m ah C ook &
C asual W o rk er
28. N g an  T se N anhai W id o w
+#
N il 50 C ook &  C asual 
W orker
C ook &
C asual W orker
29. S iun T se N anhai Single Nil 25 C ook &  C asual 
W o rk er
W asherw om an  
& C ook
30 Soh T se N anhai S ing le# N il 28 B aby  A m ah W ash erw o m an  
&  C ook
31 M ad am  A Sanshui M a m e d 1 M &  IF N /A F actory  H and E arth  C arrie r
32 M ad am  B Sanshui W id o w 1 F 27 E arth  C arrier E arth  C arrie r
33 M ad am  C Sanshui M arried 3 infants 
(d eceased )
27 F acto ry  L ab o u r E arth  C arrie r
34 M ad am  F Sanshui M a m e d 1 F 22 E arth  C arrie r E arth  C arrier
35 M ad am
G
Sanshui W idow N il 23 F acto ry  H and B uild ing
L ab o u rre r
36 M ad am
H
Sanshui M a m e d 1 F 29 Factory’ P ack er E arth  C arrie r
37 M ad am  I Sanshui W id o w 1 M & 1 F 30 F acto ry  H and B uild ing
L abourer
38 M ad am  J Sanshui Single* 1 F 18 F acto ry  H and B uild ing
L ab o u rer
39 M ad am
K
Sanshui M a m e d 1 M &  1 F 25 Ship C leaner B uild ing
L abourer
Il l
No Name County of 
Origin
Marital
Status
No. of
Children
(M/ F)
Age
When
First
Emigrated
First
Occupation
(Singapore)
Current
Occupation
(Singapore)
40 Madam L Sanshui Widow Nil 22 Factory Labour Earth Camer
41 Madam
M
Sanshui Mamed 2 infants 
(deceased)
24 Factory' Labour "Head-
Woman"
(Building)
42 Madam
0
Sanshui Single* 2 M & 2 F 16 Factory Hand Earth Camer
43 Madam S Sanshui Mamed IF 22 Building
Labourer
Building
Labourer
44 Madam T Sanshui Mamed 2F 28 Factory Labour Building
Labourer
45 Madam
U
Sanshui Mamed 2 M & 1 F 20 Factory Labour Earth Camer
46 Madam
V
Sanshui Mamed 2 M & 2 F 30 Contract
Labour
Contract
Labour
47 Madam
W
Sanshui Mamed 1 infant 
(deceased) 
& 1 M
29 Factory Hand Earth Camer
48 Sin Tai 
Mui
Sanshui Widow Nil 24 Factory Hand Ren red Earth 
Camer
49 Leong 
Ah Hou
Sanshui Single Nil 18 Household
Amah
Retired
Household
Amah
50 Lock
Fong
Kheng
Hua
Xian+@
Mamed 3 F 30 Factory Hand Retired Earth 
Carrier
Note: + denotes bndedaughter (buluojia)
* denotes respondent later got mamed or in a de facto relationship.
@ denotes respondent identified herself with the Sanshui community rather than Hua Xian.
Sources: Ho, Cantonese Domestic Amahs (1958); Tang, The Cantonese Women Building Labourers 
(1960) and raw interview data obtained from by the Department of Oral History, Singapore.
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